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Abstract

By Myra Gardea-Hernández
University of the Pacific
2021
Nontraditional college student enrollment in the United States is rapidly growing and is
predicted to continue to increase. Similarly, female students are currently the majority student
population on college campuses. Although numerous studies document college student
experiences, few focus on first-generation Latinas who are student-mothers at community
colleges. The purpose of this study was to explore the educational experiences of firstgeneration Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a community college in California
to identify the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their success. This inquiry
followed Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology research process. Individual
interviews of five Latinas were analyzed using Moustakas’s modification of the Van Kaam
method of analysis. The findings indicate that each woman had a similar yet unique story based
upon their intersectional identities and the space in which they lived in at the time of this study.
These stories collectively echoed a phenomenon rooted in cultural pervasiveness and
generational continuity, an urgency to break cultural norms, and the grasp on ganas and mindsets
that each participant held onto while striving to reach their educational goals. The participants’
stories illuminated an unanticipated connection to my own story as a Latina student-mother in
search of a higher education. This connection provided me with a deeper understanding of my
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educational path and the realization that ganas and mindsets also influenced my educational
experiences. The implications from this study offer ways to support this specific group of
students both collectively and individually.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Nontraditional college students have become a fast-growing student population in the
United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). According to the University of
Nevada-Las Vegas (2019), nontraditional student characteristics may include any or all of the
following: students who are 24 years of age or older, have dependent children or loved ones, had
an interruption or delay in their education since high school or a previous college, work while
attending school, classify as financially independent, have served in the military, and do not feel
that they fit in with the traditional undergraduate student body. The National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES, 2015) found that approximately 74% of United States students
enrolled in two and four-year colleges had at least one nontraditional student characteristic. Of
these students, approximately half were considered financially independent Hispanic females.
Moreover, nearly 30% of the total number of nontraditional students had dependents. As
populations continue to grow, the United States Census predicts that more than half of the
children to be born in 2020 will be of minoritized descent (as cited in Chappell, 2015). Harper
(2012) defines minoritized as the “social construction of underrepresentation and subordination
in U.S. social institutions, including colleges and universities” (p. 9).
Throughout this study, the following words will be used interchangeably: Hispanic,
Chicana/o, Latina/o and Latinx (a gender-neutral alternative for Latina/o). The following section
provides background context that will help situate the basis of this study. It begins by briefly
discussing community colleges. Then it moves towards discussing nontraditional students and
their characteristics. Lastly, it weaves together the topics of interest for this study to highlight
the focus of the inquiry.
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Background
Community Colleges
The American Association of Community Colleges (2019c) describes community
colleges as inclusive institutions providing higher educational opportunities regardless of
socioeconomic status or previous academic experiences. Cohen et al. (2014) noted that
community colleges generally serve students who are less academically prepared, have lower
aspirations, and have a lower socioeconomic status than those who attend universities. Thus,
community colleges have become an entry point for students who seek upward mobility and who
cannot afford the higher tuition of a university. The accessibility and low cost of community
college has become a way of receiving a higher education at a lower price. Juszkiewicz (2017)
writes that it is likely that community college enrollment will continue to grow due to free
college tuition programs, the need for postsecondary skills and credentials, continued
affordability, expanding programs, and the upcoming retirement of baby boomers.
Other reasons may exist as to why students enroll in community colleges. For instance,
students may want to improve their job skills, gain trade certificates, take leisure courses, or
transfer to other institutions (Cohen et al., 2014). By 2010, community colleges in eighteen U.S.
states had been approved to begin offering baccalaureate degrees in applied fields that were not
offered at universities (Cohen et al., 2014). Moreover, California had become the leader in
community college development in the 20th century, with more than 60% of college students
enrolling in community college settings (Cohen et al., 2014).
Nontraditional Students
Nontraditional students may be any or all of the following: students who are 25 years of
age or older, have dependent children, have had an interruption or delay in their education since
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high school or a previous college; work while attending school; and classify themselves as
financially independent (adapted from University of Nevada-Las Vegas, 2019). Nontraditional
students have also been defined and given characteristics in numerous ways by varying scholars
(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Choy, 2002; Horn & Carroll, 1996; Panacci, 2015). Generally,
nontraditional students are those who have enrolled in college after having had a multi-year gap
between their high school exit and college entrance. In a like manner, nontraditional students
have been identified within the scholarly research by multiple names including: adult learners,
adult students, commuter students, mature students, older students, part-time students, and
reentry students. The following section discusses common characteristics of nontraditional
students.
Nontraditional Student Characteristics
Horn and Carroll (1996) place nontraditional students into three categories dependent
upon the degree of nontraditional characteristics that they possess. They classify these three
subsections of a nontraditional student as minimally nontraditional, moderately nontraditional,
and highly nontraditional. According to their definition, a minimally nontraditional student
carries one nontraditional characteristic. Meanwhile, a moderately nontraditional student carries
two or three nontraditional characteristics. Lastly, they define a highly nontraditional student to
be one who has four or more nontraditional characteristics. On the other hand, Choy (2002)
defines nontraditional characteristics as the following: delayed college enrollment, enrollment as
a part-time student, being employed 35 hours or more while enrolled as a student, being
financially independent as considered by the financial aid guidelines, having dependents, being a
single parent, and or not possessing a high school diploma. Scholars have found that possession
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of any of these characteristics bring forth many challenges for nontraditional college students
(Giancola et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2000; Strayhorn, 2008; Winkle-Wagner, 2009).
The background section above briefly provided some information to build a foundation
on community colleges and described the nontraditional student. Understanding student
experiences is vital to knowing how and why students navigate their education in the way that
they do. Furthermore, knowledge of these experiences is of utmost importance given the fact
that students are unique and navigate their education in differing ways. The following section
provides a description of the problem for this research and details the gap that currently exists
within the literature.
Description of the Problem of Practice
Current enrollment in the United States for nontraditional students ages 25-34 increased
by 43% from 2000-2016 (Hussar & Bailey, 2019). Similarly, student enrollment, for those ages
35 and older, had also increased by eight percent between this timespan, with a projected
increase of three percent more within the next eight years (Hussar & Bailey, 2019). It is reported
that students over the age of 40 with previous credentials (associates or bachelor’s degrees) are
also returning to school (American Association of Community Colleges, 2019a).
As nontraditional student populations continue to grow, it is vital to understand firstgeneration Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers’ experiences as they form
part of this rapidly growing student population. Furthermore, numerous studies have
documented the barriers that Latinx undergraduate students face within their college
environments (Carpenter & Peña, 2016; Gandara et al., 2013; Moore 2016; Yosso et al., 2009).
Similarly, nontraditional female students have also been addressed in some of the
scholarly conversations, including Bohl et al. (2017), Lewis and Bailey-Webb (2019), Markle
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(2015), Merrill (2015), Ramirez (2017) and Webb (2018). However, research focusing on firstgeneration Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers is scarce. Clearly, it is
important that community colleges learn about their experiences in order to support them in
becoming just as successful as their peers. Nonetheless, what allows first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers to persist while completing their studies?
What strategies do they use to navigate through all of these?
If our minority population continues to grow as predicted (Chappell, 2015), it will be
imperative to learn about first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers’ experiences to understand how they navigate their community college, so that their
institution can discover how to best support their educational endeavors. Therefore, viewing
college students as unique and placing importance upon their individual experiences is vital. The
lack of research focusing on first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmother experiences demonstrates that a gap exists within the scholarly conversations. Research
in this area will provide a space where they can share their story. Their many tales will inform
us of what they have experienced, including their victories and their losses. It is a story that
needs to be told in order to inform others like them that they are not alone in this battle.
Research in this area will provide a lens into understanding them better. It will also aid in
discovering the supports needed to help first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers reach their educational goals.
Purpose of the Inquiry
The purpose of this study was to explore the educational experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a community college and identify the ways in
which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their success.
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Inquiry Questions
Understanding the experiences of first-generation Latina non-traditional community
college student-mothers was the focus of this study. As a feminist, I also sought to highlight and
understand gendered expectations as well as cultural expectations that are gendered. The
following research questions guided this study:
Overarching Central Question
1. What are the perceptions of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers regarding their educational experiences?
a) In what ways, if any, do the intersecting identities of being Latina, a studentmother, a nontraditional student, and a first-generation student influence one’s
community college experiences?
b) In what ways if any have grit (ganas) and mindsets contributed to the educational
journey of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers?
c) What strategies do first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers use to navigate through their education in order to reach their
goals?
Significance of the Inquiry
Students have the ability to be successful if they are provided the correct supports
(MacDonald, 2018). Therefore, an important first step was to explore the educational
experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers in order
to understand their perceptions regarding their educational experiences and learn about the
strategies that they use to succeed and the supports that they need to help them reach their goals.
This is vital due to the fact that 52% of undergraduate community college enrollment in Fall of
2017 was Hispanic (American Association of Community Colleges, 2019b).
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Latina nontraditional college students are nontraditional in more than one way and are
simply trying to persist in an environment that was not designed with them in mind (Ramirez,
2017). Moreover, nontraditional students just want to feel welcome in an environment that is
dominated by younger students and middle-class values (Merrill, 2015). In other words, the
stories of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers also matter
and it is vital that they are considered when designing college education programs.
Bandura (2002) states “The cultivated identities, values, belief structures, and agentic
capabilities are the psychosocial systems through which experiences are filtered” (p. 273). This
points to the notion that all experiences are unique and are dependent upon many factors.
Therefore, research focusing on the perceptions that first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers have in regards to their educational experiences are needed.
This is more important in the present situation, when the current population of nontraditional
students in college is primarily female (MacDonald, 2018). With this in mind, it is necessary to
explore the educational experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers. Their experiences are understudied and their journeys must be acknowledged,
as there are many students out there who are walking in these exact shoes.
Chung et al. (2017) suggest that future research should look at the skills and knowledge
that students bring with them in order to better understand the diversity in college students.
Additionally, this research used grit and mindsets as the conceptual frameworks in order to view
these from a qualitative standpoint. Research in the area of grit has mostly been quantitative in
nature (Calo et al., 2019; Duckworth, 2014; Duckworth et al., 2007; Eskreis-Winkler et al., 2014;
Park et al., 2018; Roberston-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2013; Von Culin et al.,
2014). Additionally, there is little research in the area of ganas (Allen et al., 2020; Cabrera et al.,
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2012; Easley et al., 2012; Gámez et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2013). Moreover, understanding
the essence of being a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother
and the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets influence these student’s experiences has yet to
be researched. Placing focus on this specific student population is needed. It is clear that all
student populations are uniquely important. Yet, this study aimed its focus on a specific
minoritized subsection of the community college student population: first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers.
By learning about the educational experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers, current students of the same caliber will be able to feel that
there is hope, that there is a light at the end of the college tunnel, and that it is possible to
succeed no matter the circumstances. Further research into the lives of these students and the
stories of their successful and unsuccessful educational pathways is important. These
experiences will bring forth the knowledge necessary to improve a future first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother’s experience in college. Their tales will
provide insight and inform stakeholders of their many strengths and needs. This information can
in turn guide institutions in designing programs which better support these particular students
along their educational path.
Lastly, I was a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student who also
became a mother during her studies. This research has personal significance as I was interested
in learning how current first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers navigate their educational careers. The difficult and not so difficult experiences that I
had during my time as a community college student and university student-mother were unique
to me. There were many supports that I had during my journey and many that I wished I would
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have had. Yet, not all students experience their education and lives in the same manner. This
research is something that I am passionate about, so that the lived experiences of current firstgeneration Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers are better understood. It is
through their voices that they will be heard and that change can begin to happen to provide them
with improved educational experiences.
Conceptual Frameworks
This study was guided by the following conceptual frameworks: grit (ganas) and
mindsets. These aided me in identifying and understanding the experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers. These conceptual frameworks helped
create a clearer vision as to these student’s navigational path. More specifically, grit and ganas
were used simultaneously to capture what each construct could not do on its own. While ganas
proved important for its cultural aspect and sense of ambition, grit aided in focusing in on the
goals that my participants held throughout their journey. Although grit (ganas) and mindsets are
briefly explained in the next section, they will be further discussed in Chapter Two.
Grit (Ganas)
Grit is defined as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (Duckworth et al.,
2007, p. 1087). Whereas passion is something that one cares about in a consistent and loyal
manner (Duckworth, 2016). This scholar further shares that passion is what drives actions and
loyalty towards specific goals. Munro and Hope (2019) illustrate passion as the foundation of
grit while perseverance is what allows grit to stay. Additionally, they claim that passion is vital
to providing persistence leading to success. Ganas (a Spanish term), is defined as ambition and
is a cultural construct similar to grit (Rodriguez et al., 2013). Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller
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(2012) claim that ambition is persistence and striving towards attaining something,
accomplishing something, and becoming successful.
Mindsets
Renowned psychologist and mindset expert, Carol Dweck (2006), states that there are
two types of mindsets: a fixed mindset and a growth mindset. Throughout her numerous years of
research, she has found that the mindset that one carries affects the way one leads their life. A
fixed mindset, is described as the belief that qualities are set in stone, which in turn creates “an
urgency to prove yourself over and over” (Dweck, 2006, p. 6). Duckworth (2016) adds that
those with fixed mindsets see setbacks as evidence of not possessing the skills or ability to
achieve something. She further states that fixed mindsets can lead to giving up or avoiding
challenges and derail one’s ability to move forward, causing a great liability.
On the other hand, Dweck (2006) shares that a growth mindset is the belief that basic
qualities are flexible and can be cultivated through effort. Duckworth (2016) views a growth
mindset as the possibility of change which “leads to optimistic ways of explaining adversity, that
in turn, leads to perseverance and seeking out new challenges that will ultimately make you even
stronger” (p. 191-192). Lastly, Duckworth (2016) states that a growth mindset and grit work
hand in hand.
Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the community college, the nontraditional student, and provided
current statistics regarding the educational enrollment status of nontraditional college students.
It also introduced the population of focus for this study: the first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mother and the fact that her experiences are missing from the
scholarly conversations. Lastly, it brought forth this study’s conceptual frameworks: grit (ganas)
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and mindsets, which were used to understand the perceptions of first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers in regards to their educational experiences.
The following chapter provides a review of the literature on the following: the history and
purpose of community colleges, first-generation college student experiences, Latinx college
student experiences, cultural roles and expectations of Latina students, female college students,
student-mothers, and nontraditional students. This is followed by a discussion on grit (ganas)
and mindsets which served as this study’s conceptual frameworks. Lastly, the chapter brings all
of the presented literature together to provide the basis for this research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

How do first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers
navigate their education and what makes their experiences unique? If nontraditional student
populations continue to increase as expected (Hussar & Bailey, 2019), then focusing on the
experiences of these students must become priority. More importantly is exploring the
experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers as
Hispanic females represent half of the nontraditional student population enrolled in college
(NCES, 2015). Through this study I focused on first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers to discover what their experiences were while navigating
their education, highlighting how grit (ganas) and mindsets played a role throughout these
experiences, and seeking to discover the strategies that these students employed to reach their
educational goals.
Literature pertaining to the specific population of focus, is scarce. Whereas multiple
studies have discussed Latinx students (Garcia 2017; Lozano, 2019; Moore, 2016; Vega, 2016),
and nontraditional students (Bohl et al., 2017; Markle, 2015; Merrill, 2015; Panacci, 2015; van
Rhijn et al., 2016). Fewer studies have discussed student-mothers (Jimenez & Oliva, 2017;
Moghadam et al., 2017; Ricco et al., 2009; Sullivan, 2018) and hardly any have placed their
focus on first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers.
This chapter begins by discussing literature pertaining to the history and purpose of
community colleges, the experiences of first-generation students, Latinx college students, Latina
student cultural roles and expectations, and female students and student-mothers. The lens then
shifts to view the history of nontraditional students and their experiences. Then, discussion
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focuses on current nontraditional students. Although these are discussed separately within this
literature review, this study considered these components as a single entity when viewing the
experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers, as one
cannot separate students from who they are and the multiple intersectional identities that they
hold. This chapter then turns its view towards the conceptual frameworks of grit (ganas) and
mindsets. Lastly, a discourse is presented that intertwines all of the literature in order to form the
basis of this study.
Community College History and Purpose
Community college (junior college) development in the United States began in the early
1900’s following the rapid growth of secondary school enrollment (Cohen et al., 2014).
Additionally, early educators proposed that a separate institution be created to alleviate
universities of having to teach college freshman and sophomore classes. Several university
presidents and trustees in the late 1800’s agreed that the creation of junior colleges would
“relieve the university of the burden of providing general education for young people” (Cohen et
al., 2014, p. 6). Moreover, Cohen and associates (2014) write that educators of the past claimed
that if universities continued to offer lower-division courses, they would never become a true
research or professional development institution.
Cohen and colleagues (2014) share that by 1922, 77% of the states within the U.S. had
junior colleges. Between 1910 and 1960, California had developed an average of two junior
colleges per year (Cohen et al., 2014). Additionally, California had developed 20% of the
United States junior colleges and had 33% of the junior college student enrollment. Moreover,
in 2010, California’s “full-time student equivalent enrollment was well over double that of the
next largest state” (Cohen et al., 2014, p. 15).
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Community colleges serve multiple purposes and provide another form of higher
education for students. Bailey et al. (2015) state that community colleges are open-door
institutions that provide a variety of courses and programs for students from diverse
backgrounds. The American Association of Community Colleges (2020) further writes that
community colleges serve the majority of underrepresented students in the U.S. while
highlighting diversity, equity, and inclusion on campus and within communities. Although
community colleges are known as open access institutions, they have three different missions
that work towards helping students become successful. These missions include: assisting
students in transferring to four-year institutions, providing career education, and helping students
who need to build their foundational academic skills (Budd, 2018).
College Student Experiences
First-Generation Students
Gibbons et al. (2019) identify first-generation college students (FGCs) as those who are
first in their family to attend a postsecondary educational institution. In their study on FGCs and
their adjustment to college, Gibbons et al. (2019) found that many students identified family and
money as both a barrier and a support in their adjustment to college. For instance, FGCs
received emotional support from their families, yet at the same time received no support in terms
of information regarding the college going process (Gibbons et al., 2019). Additionally,
financial aid and scholarships helped pay for student tuition but at the same time caused stress
for students because it did not cover all student expenses (Gibbons et al., 2019; Longwell-Grice
et al., 2016). Lack of knowledge in managing and completing scholarship and financial aid
applications in time for monetary support was also a challenge for first-generation students
(Gibbons et al., 2019).
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On a different note, Whitehead and Wright (2017) state that imposter syndrome is a
common phenomenon amongst first-generation undergraduate students. Scholars LongwellGrice et al. (2016) similarly write that first-generation participants in their study felt
disconnected to their peers and marginalized due to a difference in socioeconomic status.
Whitehead and Wright (2017) state, “Many first-generation students come ill-equipped to
navigate college because they lack the insider knowledge of the unspoken expectations, specific
languages, and hidden rules that students with college-educated parents can leverage” (p. 41).
Similarly, researchers have found that students who have college-educated parents have an
advantage when enrolling and completing college in comparison to those who do not have
college-educated parents (Everett, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2018).
Latinx Students
When viewing Latinx college students and their experiences, it is important to note that
their educational experiences differ from those of their peers. Latinx students have an additional
load to carry when adjusting to their college environment. This load can disguise itself in
various forms and has the ability to make a Latinx college student’s experience unpleasant. For
instance, Moore (2016) states that Latinx students feel it necessary to work twice as hard to
prove themselves to their non Latinx classmates. This study further found that white females
were not willing to help their Latina peers when they were in need of assistance.
Feelings of connectedness and a sense of belonging have also proven as important factors
along a Latinx student’s college journey. In a study on sense of belonging and the role of
campus subcultures, Garcia (2017) claims that students did not feel a connection to their white
peers because they shared no common interests. This scholar further argues that participation in
subcommunities at predominantly white institutions such as Latinx Greek letter organizations,
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allowed Latinx students to feel a sense of belonging. Strayhorn (2008) shared that Latinx college
students who feel a sense of belonging may be more successful in college. He further found that
higher achieving Latinx students may be more connected to their campus in comparison to
Latinx students who do not perform well. In the same manner, Bordes and Arredondo (2005)
state that students who perceive their university environment as positive felt a greater cultural
congruity. Therefore, illustrating that if students are successful and feel a sense of belonging,
they will most likely stay within that environment. Some scholars believe that sense of
belonging is two-fold, as it is the responsibility of the student and the institution. Colleges may
need to attend to a students’ sense of belonging through a “nurturing and mutual responsibility
shared by the individual and the institution” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 537). In other words,
institutions should work with students to afford them numerous opportunities and support so that
they feel comfortable when on campus. As a result, Nuñez, (2009) claims that understanding the
complexities of a sense of belonging and hostile climate provides implications for practices,
programs, and policies in higher education.
Interactions among faculty members and students also proves necessary for encouraging
Latinx student success. Vincent Tinto, a noted theorist in higher education student retention,
writes that heightened intellectual and social development is cultivated through different types of
contact with faculty, especially outside of class (1993). Luedke (2017) agrees with Tinto and
states that when advisors address students’ lives outside of class, students begin to feel that they
matter. With the right support from the college setting, students may be more successful in their
educational endeavors. Merrill (2015) suggests that pre-entry support, guidance, and induction
programs can enhance learning experiences and help with the adjustment to college. Similarly,
Latinx college students who engage in interactions with faculty, learning communities,
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fraternities, ethnic groups, classwork with peers outside of school, and or leadership activities on
campus tend to remain in college (Oseguera et al., 2009). Lozano (2019) agrees and shares that
Latinx students in her study became successful due to their belonging to a cultural center on
campus. This author adds that this center gave students a home away from home where they
were surrounded by others who had similar interests and where they felt a sense of community.
Therefore, there is a relationship between Latinx student interaction, student retention, and
college success.
Although barriers are present, internal motivation keeps many Latinx students on track to
reach their goals. Vega (2016) discusses that Latinx students equate a college degree with a
better life and increased opportunities. These then bring forth motivation to persist in their
education (Vega, 2016). Family also provides support and becomes an internal motivator for
Latinx students. In their study on cultural values in relation to thriving, Morgan et al. (2016)
similarly found that family support was a predictor of thriving amongst Mexican/Mexican
American college students. On a similar note, Vega (2016) shares that being a first-generation
Latinx student carries the responsibility of being a role model and making one’s family proud.
Vega adds that this in turn brings forth pressure on Latinx students to succeed in college and
graduate.
Cultural Roles and Expectations of Latina Students
The educational journeys of Latina students are affected by the demands of their culture.
Liang et al. (2017) claim that Latina college students navigate their identities within the
framework of their social and cultural expectations. Castillo et al. (2015) further elaborate that
there are clear divisions within the Latinx culture which mark the expected behaviors of both
men and women. These scholars add that female gender roles are limited in the behaviors that
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are viewed as socially acceptable within this cultural group. Familismo, defined as “cooperation
and willingness to sacrifice for the welfare of family” (p.41) is one such cultural value that is
expected of Latinas. Another cultural norm that is placed upon Latinas is marianismo, the
expectation that women devote themselves to their families through cooking, caring for the
home, and caring for their children (Liang et al., 2017). In their research study, Storlie et al.
(2016) found that first-generation Latina college students struggle with their cultural roles and
values while attending American higher education institutions. They add, that the Latinas that do
make it to college, often find themselves pulled between two cultures, their collectivist home
culture, and their individualistic school culture. These scholars furthermore found that Latina
students questioned their cultural identity, when not following the traditional cultural
expectations of becoming a homemaker and a mother.
Female Students and Student-Mothers
While both male and female students are important within the conversations, female
college students have very different educational experiences than their male counterparts.
Moreover, and for the purpose of this study, focus was placed upon student-mothers. With this
said, it is important to understand what the literature has to say about female students and
student-mothers in regards to their college experiences. Wickersham and Wang (2016) found
that although women attempted to keep their lives separate from their education, this was not
possible. They further add that women’s personal experiences became the force that drove their
educational aspirations. In other words, a female college student’s educational experiences seem
to be impacted and dependent upon their lived experiences and the multiple roles and
responsibilities that they each carry. Balancing these multiple roles has proven difficult for
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student-mothers as some struggle to fulfill the dual requirements of being a mother and the ideal
student (Markle, 2015).
In a similar conversation, van Rhijn and colleagues (2016) state that being a student took
time and energy from personal responsibilities while being a parent took time away from school
responsibilities. For some of these Canadian parents, this resulted in feelings of guilt for missing
out on time with family and friends (van Rhijn et al., 2016). It may be further difficult being a
woman, while simultaneously continuing to be a housewife, mother, and college student
(Fairchild, 2003; Tinto, 1993). Balancing many identities and responsibilities can be arduous for
a female student to conquer on her own. Juggling multiple roles “may cause women to
experience intrapersonal conflict and role overload” (Cox & Ebbers, 2010, p. 341). Likewise,
some nontraditional female students are at risk of dropping out because they are not capable of
balancing their schooling with the multiple demands of their personal lives, childcare, and
employment (Porter, 2005; Markle, 2015). Whereas, the multiple competing priorities that
student-parents experience bring forth feelings of doubt as to whether being a student is the right
choice (van Rhijn et al., 2016). In a like study, Lovell (2014) found that female student-mothers
with children below the age of six, were less motivated and had lower rates of attaining their
goals.
On the other hand, many female students have been able to find strategies that have aided
them in finding a sense of balance within their lives. For instance, some female students have
learned to keep school and family separate in order to avoid the clash that these two create
(Espinoza, 2010). Moreover, mothers have also adjusted their schedules appropriately in order
to complete their education. In a 2013 study, Spilovoy found that all 12 of her research
participants scheduled their coursework and childcare around their other responsibilities.
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Scholars Brown and Amankwaa (2007) similarly share that the African American mothers in
their research made sure to balance their work and school schedule around the schedules of
family members who were willing to assist with childcare. Yet, not all female students have
family that may aid in providing childcare. In a different study, female students reflected upon
the strength they displayed when having to “braid the multiple cultural realities that they face[d]
with patience and perseverance while tending to their daily responsibilities” (de Sabatés, 2007, p.
24). Therefore, while some female college students are able to easily handle the multiple roles
they carry while in school, other students seem to have difficulty in doing so.
Research has found that student-mothers tend to feel more stress due to their parental
situation. One of the greatest stressors that many adult female college students face, stems from
their concerns over child care (Brown & Amankwaa, 2007; Johnson, et al., 2000). Meanwhile,
some Latina female college students have also expressed concerns over the stress that they feel
when having to perform for both school and home (Gloria & Castellanos, 2012). In her study,
Markle (2015) writes that stress stemmed from the lack of time that women had to devote to their
multiple roles. She further adds that this time pressure caused anxiety for women which in turn
led them to consider withdrawing from school.
In terms of support during their educational path, scholars have found that support was
not always positive for female students. In their study, Auguste et al. (2018) found that some
advisors were not supportive and served as gatekeepers instead of advocates for their female
students. They add that gatekeeping dismissed a female student’s aspirations and hurt them
because they knew that their advisor had the ability to help them but simply chose not to. Yet,
advisors and mentors should be a source of support for students. They can help them with
navigating and persisting in their college environments (Torres & Hernandez, 2009). Moreover,
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if advisors simply listen to their female students and provide them with opportunities then this
will in turn aid them in reaching their educational goals (Auguste et al., 2018).
Many adult female college learners use their loved ones as motivation to continue with
their education. Goldsmith and Archambault (1997) illustrate this in their study when they found
that family became the inspiration for women who were able to persist in college. Similarly, the
idea of being a role model for their children also became an important motivation (Coker, 2003;
Bohl et al., 2017). Likewise, African American female adult learners saw returning to college as
a way to begin a tradition of college-goers within their families (Coker, 2003). This served as
motivation for them to persist. Coker (2003) also found that the women in her study were
motivated by self-development where the idea of achieving educational goals became part of
their culture and lives. In a like manner, when re-entry female students acquire an education,
they “demonstrate the significance of self, change, and empowerment” (Porter, 2005, p. 18).
In their study, Morgan Consoli and colleagues (2015) found that hope and spirituality
also provided motivation for female students to complete their undergraduate studies. While
family support and familismo may be important for some Mexican and Mexican American
female students (Morgan Consoli et al., 2016), “it may be that a sense of hope, spirituality, and
cultural pride is also helpful in order to overcome the number of adversities they face” (Morgan
Consoli et al., 2015, p. 313). Other scholars have found that African American female students
have also used higher education as a tool for racial uplift (Winkle-Wagner, 2009). Yet,
motivation can also be fostered through validation. In a study on faculty validation and
persistence amongst non-traditional students, Barnett (2011a) found that students who received
greater validation from college faculty, were more likely to be motivated and persist in college.
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In other words, motivation can serve as an uplifting factor which helps students succeed in their
education.
Although numerous studies have shown that female college students face many barriers
throughout their educational journey, studies have also documented the fact that these students
also carry many strengths. For instance, research states that, many non-traditional female
students have better academic performance despite having less support than their traditional
female peers (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002). In a study of nontraditional student experiences
scholars Bohl et al. (2017) discovered that the African American female students in their study
were goal-driven and had great time management skills. In the same manner, Peterson (2016)
found that female student-parents developed responsible habits, were proactive, and were
persistent in reaching their goals. This author further adds that some students planned out their
day, worked wherever and whenever possible, and maintained a positive outlook towards
reaching their goals.
Nontraditional Students
Nontraditional students of the past. Currently, nontraditional students are prominent
on college campuses and have been given a clearly identifying label that defines who they are
according to the characteristics that they hold (Horn & Carroll, 1996; University of Nevada-Las
Vegas, 2019). Yet, nontraditional students have been in existence for quite some time. It was
during the early 1800’s that these students, called Normalites, began enrolling in schools called
state normal schools (Orgen, 2003). States established these schools and made them accessible
to those who were not wealthy and could not afford traditional higher education institutions.
These schools became a point of entry for those who had a low income, were older, and possibly
held a job. Orgen further states that Normalites were able to easily access and attend state
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normal schools since admission requirements were very flexible. State normal schools made it
very easy for Normalites as they provided the resources needed to navigate college in a seamless
manner. For instance, state normal schools supplied students with copies of entrance exams so
that students could study, they were given detailed maps of the school, and individual assistance
was offered to help students settle into college life. One state normal school principal went as far
as to offer help with preparing study plans with individual students (Orgen, 2003). Moreover,
many state normal schools offered free tuition to those who pledged to teach within state schools.
Orgen (2003) writes that Normalites, the nontraditional students of the past, benefited
from state normal schools in multiple ways. These schools provided a welcoming environment
with a strong academic foundation where students could succeed because the curriculum was
tailored to their needs (Orgen, 2003). This author further states that attending these schools
enriched a Normalite’s academics and built up their socialization skills outside of the classroom.
Orgen (2003) also shares that students began founding and participated in numerous societies,
clubs, and publications. State normal schools welcomed women, minorities, and other students
who would not be considered the typical college student elsewhere. These schools provided a
space for these students and gave them the opportunity to flourish both intellectually and
socially. The following section turns its focus towards current nontraditional students.
Nontraditional students of the present. Within this study, nontraditional students are
defined as having any or all of the following characteristics: are 25 years of age or older; have
dependent children; have had an interruption or delay in their education since high school or a
previous college; work while attending school; and classify themselves as financially
independent (adapted from University of Nevada-Las Vegas, 2019). Meanwhile, traditional
students are normally those who are 24 years of age and younger; have followed a linear path
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through the education system; and have not left the school environment for any period of time
(Bye et al., 2007). When comparing traditional and nontraditional students, there are many
differences. In a recent six-year study (2010-2016), the National Student Clearinghouse
Research Center found that adult learners are at more of a disadvantage then their traditional
peers (Shapiro et al., 2017). These authors add that challenges may be due to the balancing act
that adult students must perform in order to balance work, family responsibilities, and school.
Likewise, Markle (2015) found that balancing the many roles that female nontraditional students
held affected their abilities to the point of considering withdrawal from college. In the same
manner, Cohen and colleagues (2014) claim that community college students struggle when
attempting to schedule classes, tutoring, their jobs, family commitments, parental
responsibilities, and other obligations. Scholars Shapiro et al. (2017) state that there is a need for
both two and four-year institutions to establish a pathway that allows adult students to complete
their studies successfully.
Some nontraditional students face other barriers such as feeling a disconnection to their
traditional peers and their institution (van Rhijn et al., 2016). Scholars Witkowsky et al. (2016)
similarly found that students in their study felt alienated and out of place. These students
believed that their institution seemed to cater to younger students with a disregard for older
students and their needs. Similarly, van Rhijn et al. (2016) share that some older students find it
difficult to make friends due to the age difference amongst themselves and their peers. Scholars
Bohl et al. (2017) agree and state that the generation gap that exists between traditional and
nontraditional students makes older students feel alienated and discriminated against. Merrill
(2015) found similar data in her study on adult student identities and biographies, sharing that
adult students felt that being welcome on a campus dominated by younger students was
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important. Nontraditional students in Auguste et al. (2018) state that they were very aware of the
student hierarchy on their college campus, where distinctions were made amongst the different
kinds of students: traditional, nontraditional young, or nontraditional older. Yet, nontraditional
students only seek to be respected and accepted by their peers and their institutions (Merrill,
2015).
Other nontraditional students are further affected by the technological generation gap
between themselves and their younger peers. Older students returning to college after having left
school for a long period of time, may not be up to date in the technological skills needed to
complete their college courses. Many of them do not own technology or have training in basic
computer programs needed to complete and turn in their coursework (Jesnek, 2012; Ramirez,
2017). Similarly, older students felt a lack of comfort using computers when attempting to
access on-line resources (van Rhijn et al., 2016). Not being able to navigate technology was an
extreme barrier to these students as most courses required the use of technology to communicate,
complete, and turn in assignments.
Nontraditional as the new traditional. Nontraditional students have rapidly become the
new traditional student. Anderson (2016) shares that since 2006, adult populations have
noticeably enrolled in physical and online college classes, changing the college student
population. She adds that although college students under the age of 25 outnumber the adult
student population, future projections demonstrate that adult students are growing at higher
percentages. In a 2012 web log post, Bell wrote that the traditional 18 to 22-year old student was
no longer the majority in higher education. Scholars McClendon et al. (2017), agree when they
state “The demographics of educational settings have become increasingly diverse in recent
years as non-traditional learners have become the norm for many universities” (p. 8). This is
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evident, given the fact that approximately 74% of the students enrolled in college had at least one
nontraditional student characteristic (NCES, 2015).
It is clear that the nontraditional student population is growing at quick rates. It is also
evident that all students have varying viewpoints and experiences. Whereas the nontraditional
student carries with them much more that makes them very different from their traditional peers.
For some, being nontraditional serves as a barrier that places these students in separate spaces
where they feel different and out of place (Markle, 2015). Merrill shares that institutions need to
start making their environments more accessible to diverse student groups (2015). By doing so,
nontraditional students will begin to feel more comfortable and will be able to attain their
educational goals with less barriers along their educational path.
Conceptual Frameworks
This study was guided by the conceptual frameworks of grit (ganas) and mindsets. These
are further discussed in the following section.
Grit (Ganas)
Duckworth et al. (2007) define grit as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p.
1087). Duckworth (2016) describes passion as not only something that one cares about but as
something that one cares about loyally. Easley et al. (2012) define ganas as an intense desire to
“achieve academically fueled by parental struggle and sacrifice” (p. 169). Easley and associates
(2012) further claim that ganas consists of the following five components: “acknowledgement of
parental struggle and sacrifice, strong value of family and family’s history, parental admiration
and respect, a desire to repay and pay forward, and resilience and willingness to persevere” (p.
169). In their study, Gámez et al. (2017) found that ganas served as the driver that helped their
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participants focus and persist in light of any challenges faced during their higher education.
Additionally, Rodriguez et al. (2013) highlight that ganas is a cultural construct similar to grit.
They further share that grit and ganas have been used within the literature interchangeably.
Duckworth and colleagues (2007) found grit to be amongst specific people with distinct
characteristics. Yet, grit is not related to talent, but does seem to predict success in the face of a
challenge (Roberston-Craft & Duckworth, 2014). Those who are gritty, work diligently towards
challenges sustaining their effort and interest for the long run, despite any obstacle they may face
(Duckworth et al., 2007). McClendon et al. (2017) agree and share that gritty people always
strive to do their best, without focusing on any barriers. In a like manner, “ganas seems to move
beyond mere resilience, an ability to rebound and keep moving forward, an internally and
communally driven sense of determination to win out over the barriers” (Gámez et al., 2017, p.
156).
In a 2007 study, Duckworth et al. discovered that older individuals had more grit than
those who were younger. In her 2016 book, Duckworth claimed that it may be likely that older
individuals were grittier than their younger counterparts, because they grew up in a cultural era
where values and norms may have emphasized the importance of sustained passion and
perseverance. In other words, these older individuals were able to build stamina in their passion
and perseverance because that is what they were expected to do. Duckworth et al. (2007) also
state that grit allows the gritty to become successful, as grit was the predictor of first summer
retention amongst West Point recruits and provided students the ability to beat less gritty
competitors at the Scripps National Spelling Bee competition. Additionally, grittier first and
second-year teachers stayed in the profession longer and had higher student scores (RoberstonCraft & Duckworth, 2014).
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Duckworth’s (2016) research on grit has found that individuals who are gritty carry the
following psychological assets: interest, practice, purpose, and hope. She further states that grit
can be grown through cultivation of these four assets. The following section describes these in
further detail.
Interest. One has to have passion in order to have interest (Duckworth, 2016).
Moreover, interest provides satisfaction and production of better work (Duckworth, 2016). This
scholar further adds that interests are triggered by interaction with the world and continuous
encounters with these interactions in order to deepen the interest. Duckworth shares that
interests thrive with the support of others.
Practice. Practicing your interest and trying to get better at it no matter what, is an
example of being gritty (Duckworth, 2016). In their study, Duckworth et al. (2007) found that
Scripps National Spelling Bee finalists who outperformed their peers did so because they studied
for longer periods of time. More specifically additional weekend hours of practicing brought
forth a relationship between grit and the final round of the spelling bee. Duckworth (2016) states
that practicing deliberately is key to being gritty. She describes the requirements of deliberate
practice as: “[having] a clearly defined stretch goal, [having] full concentration and effort,
[receiving] immediate and informative feedback, and repetition with reflection and refinement”
(p. 137).
Purpose. Purpose is built from passion. Duckworth (2016) argues that passion is built
when there is purpose and a feeling that the work matters. Duckworth also claims that those who
are grittier are more motivated to discover a meaningful life centered on others. She adds that
gritty people see their goals connected to things beyond themselves. “So, while interest is
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crucial to sustaining passion over the long-term, so, too, is the desire to connect with and help
others” (Duckworth, 2016, p. 149).
Hope. Hope defines every stage of grit (Duckworth, 2016). It is linked to perseverance
and is vital in helping grit stay alive. “Grit depends on a different kind of hope. It rests on the
expectation that our own efforts can improve our future” (Duckworth, 2016, p. 169).
Additionally, Duckworth claims that the hope that gritty people possess does not rely on luck,
but does rely on persistence and resilience. Duckworth (2016) further discusses hope in terms of
optimists and pessimists. She shares that pessimists do not believe in themselves, their thoughts
are permanent, and they feel that nothing can be done to alleviate their problems. These thoughts
in turn are likely to affect their life experiences and turn something minor into a major
complication. Whereas optimists see setbacks through a different lens. Setbacks in an optimist’s
life appear but are not seen as permanent. Optimists see solutions and use these as motivation
for changing an outcome. In her book, Duckworth (2016) discusses a study that she participated
in. In this study it was hypothesized that teachers who have optimistic ways of interpreting
diversity possess more grit than their pessimistic colleagues, where grit in turn predicted better
teaching. Within this study, four hundred Teach for America educators completed the Grit Scale
and answered questions regarding their optimism and happiness. Results from this study
demonstrated that optimistic teachers were grittier and happier. Which according to these
scholars explained why students in the optimistic teacher’s classroom were able to achieve more
during the school year. Duckworth (2016) further claims that optimism and mindsets have
shown to make a difference in the same life domains. She adds that grit can be grown from the
inside out through cultivation of the four assets of grit and it can be further developed from the
outside in, with support from others.
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Grit has also been linked to self-control. Duckworth and Gross (2014) claim that grit and
self-control are measures of success that are related, yet different. Nonetheless, a certain level of
self-discipline or self-control is required by grit (McClendon et al., 2017). Duckworth and Gross
(2014) suggest that the similarities and differences in self-control and grit can be explained using
a hierarchical framework. According to these authors, self-control is required to solve a problem
between two conflicting actions, “one of which is aligned with an enduringly valued goal and
another of which-although temporarily stronger-is aligned with a less enduringly valued goal”
(Duckworth, & Gross (2014, p. 321).
Duckworth and Gross (2014) further share that grit means having a dominant higherorder goal which is relentlessly worked towards for long periods of time, despite any obstacles or
setbacks. This higher-order goal sits at the top of an organized goal hierarchy. Within this
hierarchy, lower-order goals are closely aligned to the higher-order goal, and help support the
actions taken to bring individuals towards reaching the higher-order goal. Furthermore, these
scholars state that when faced with obstacles, gritty individuals are able to overcome setbacks by
creating new lower-order goals or actions to overcome challenges (see Figure 1 below). When
an obstacle occurs, and a goal is blocked as portrayed in Figure 1, gritty individuals respond by
finding a different solution to overcome the obstacle that is blocking their way. Duckworth
(2016) explains that at the bottom of this goal hierarchy there are lower-leveled goals, which are
specific short-term goals. These goals are accomplished to help reach a higher goal. For
instance, Duckworth shares that a low-level goal may be to make it out of the door by a specific
time. This goal then supports a mid-level goal of arriving to work on time. Top-level goals serve
as the overarching goal that one wants to reach via the lower-level goals. Duckworth (2016)
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states that top-level goals serve as the “compass that gives direction and meaning to all the goals
below it” (p. 63).

Figure 1. Goal hierarchy. Adapted from Duckworth (2016, pp. 62 and 70).

This scholar further adds that very gritty people have low-level and mid-level goals that
are closely aligned to their top-level goal. Whereas those with a lack of grit most likely have
unclear goal structures. Duckworth (2016) shares that goal conflict forms part of human nature
where individuals may have multiple goal hierarchies, dependent upon their circumstances. For
instance, she states that she has two goal structures: one as a professional and one as a mother.
Duckworth (2016) concludes by saying that the more unified the goals are on the hierarchy, the
better.
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Mindsets
Psychologist Carol Dweck, argues that there are two types of mindsets: a fixed mindset
and a growth mindset (2006). She claims that mindsets can affect a person’s life. The following
section further details these mindsets.
Fixed and growth mindsets. Duckworth (2016) states that a growth mindset and grit
work hand in hand. In order to have one you must have the other, this is clearly illustrated in the
following:
The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not
going well, is the hallmark of the growth mindset. This is the mindset that allows people
to thrive during some of the most challenging times in their lives. (Dweck, 2006, p. 7)
In her 2016 book, Duckworth discusses a study that she conducted with Dweck. In this study
more than two thousand high school seniors completed a growth-mindset questionnaire.
Findings suggest that students with a growth mindset were grittier than those who possessed a
fixed mindset. Moreover, they found that grittier students had higher report card grades and
were more likely to enroll and persist through college after high school graduation. Following
this study, Duckworth (2016) continued to measure growth mindset in young children and adults
and found that in every instance growth mindset and grit were related.
Similarly, Dweck (2006) discusses the differences amongst those with a fixed mindset
and those with a growth mindset. She provides a vignette describing a young adult who receives
a C+ on a midterm, then later receives a parking ticket, and then calls a friend to vent about his
day and is brushed off. Dweck states that these events would play out very differently in each of
the two mindsets. A person with a fixed mindset would view these events as a reflection of their
ability and worth. They would have difficulty coping with failure and would stay stuck in a rut.
On the other hand, Dweck (2006) explains that those with growth mindsets would view these
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events in a different light. They would be optimistic and would look for solutions to their
problems. Furthermore, they would not label themselves or give up, they would accept the
challenge and keep working towards improving their mistakes. Dweck adds that those with
growth mindsets seek challenges and thrive from these. On the other hand, those with a fixed
mindset feel it important to be immediately correct. Dweck states (2006) “It’s because one testor one evaluation-can measure you forever” (p. 26).
Scholars McClendon et al. (2017) write that human beings are not necessarily born
having gritty traits, but they can develop these with time, through the use of a growth mindset.
Duckworth (2016) agrees and states that grit “is not entirely fixed and is more plastic than you
think” (p. 89). She adds that one can change their mindset in order to reach their goals.
Similarly, McClendon and colleagues (2017) share that individuals who possess a growth
mindset, believe that they can develop themselves through use of “hard work, mindful strategies,
and [by] applying feedback from others” (p. 12). Likewise, Duckworth (2016) claims that
individuals who possess a growth mindset always try new ways and portray failure as a slight
setback and as an opportunity for growth.
Academic Success, Retention, and Grit (Ganas)
Scholars McClendon et al. (2017) claim grit to be a good measure of retention, success,
and perseverance towards academic success. Similarly, Rodriguez and associates (2013) state
that ganas is related to academic achievement through determination and ambition. In their
study, Eskreis-Winkler et al. (2014) found that grit was a predictor for retention amongst
program completion of soldiers in an Army Special Operations Forces, job retention amongst
salesmen, and on-time graduation among Chicago public high school juniors. Within this
multiple life context study, these scholars found that grit was present as a predictor for ‘showing
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up’ (pg. 1) and sticking with it. On the other hand, Dweck (2006) shares that a fixed mindset
hinders achievement. A mindset of this type creates “interfering thoughts, it makes effort
disagreeable, and it leads to inferior learning strategies” (Dweck, 2006, p. 67).
In a different study, Park et al. (2018) wanted to understand if school goal structures
helped or hindered the pursuit of interest and effort in long-term goals. This longitudinal
quantitative study followed more than one thousand middle school students. These scholars
looked to find relationships between goal structure, grit, GPA, and alternative reverse mediation
models. Findings from their study concluded that when students perceived their school to focus
on mastery, students were more likely to have greater passion and perseverance for long-term
goals which also earned them higher grades on their report cards. Conversely, students who
perceived their schools to focus on performance were not as gritty, where no relationship existed
between performance, goal orientation, and grit.
Concerns Regarding Grit
Some scholars are concerned with the validity of Duckworth and Quinn’s 2009 short grit
scale (Fosnacht et al., 2019). These authors argue that Duckworth and Quinn (2009) used the
scale on a small number of groups who were already high achievers such as West Point students
and spelling bee champions. Due to these concerns, Fosnacht and colleagues (2019) decided to
examine the validity of the short grit scale (Grit-S) using data from nearly 12,000 undergraduate
students from multiple institutions. Their study employed Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
and multi-group CFA’s. These researchers found that the Grit-S did not fit the model that
Duckworth and Quinn (2009) originally proposed. After removal of an item and finding a better
fit, the scale still did not provide a good fit which these authors saw as problematic if used in
making high stakes decisions of identifying students with grit. Fosnacht et al. (2019) also found
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that the grit subscale of perseverance of effort was positively and significantly related to
engagement in educationally purposeful activities, perceived gains, and GPA when student
characteristics and fixed institutional effects were constant. Yet, the subscale of consistency of
interest was weakly and at times negatively related to the dependent variables. Lastly, the
authors’ data suggests that grit is not biased against subgroups, which was an original concern of
these researchers. Moreover, Fosnacht and associates (2019) still put forth caution and do not
recommend the Grit-S for use in making high stakes decisions until an improved scale is
available. “However, one dimension of grit, perseverance of effort, shows some promise in its
ability to predict important postsecondary outcomes” (Fosnacht et al., 2019, p. 819).
Chapter Summary
The literature reviewed for this study discussed the history and purpose of community
colleges, the experiences of first-generation students, Latinx college students, Latina student’s
cultural roles and expectations, female students, and student-mothers. It also detailed the history
of nontraditional students and their past and present experiences. Lastly, it discussed and
reviewed the conceptual frameworks of grit (ganas) and mindsets.
Students all experience their education in varying ways. They are unique, they come
from diverse backgrounds, and they carry unparalleled experiences. All of these experiences are
created because of who they are. In other words, we cannot put students into one educational
mold and expect this to help them all succeed. Moreover, all college students should be provided
an equal educational opportunity. Yet, this may prove difficult with the presence of varying
intersectional identities. Augustin (2016) states, “The promise of higher educational opportunity
demands equalizing treatment throughout the college experience” (para. 9). This author adds
that successful institutions create and refine specific programs to target populations according to
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their needs. Augustin also shares that the problem is not that minoritized students are incapable
of being successful in college, but it is the disconnect between the institution goals and the
methods used to achieve them. In other words, institutions need to take into consideration their
student’s experiences and needs when building their programs. By allowing Latinas and other
“disenfranchised groups [to] participate in their own education, we will have an educational
institution that acts upon its commitment to our communities and which serves its purpose with
dignity and courage” (de Sabatés, 2007, p. 25). Likewise, Deil-Amen (2011) shares that the
dimensions of college student experiences cannot be removed and their institutions must respond
by addressing the varying forms of student diversity. Therefore, colleges must be able to follow
through with their goals and do this in a manner that best meets the needs of their specific
student population. No single answer demonstrates how colleges should do this. It is a
continuous process and a conversation that colleges, researchers, and policy-makers should have
in order to improve their practices (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005).
Students possess unique characteristics, experiences, and identities which define who
they are. Therefore, one cannot assume that each student will be able to steer their way through
college in the same manner as their peers. As adult learners continue to enter higher education, it
is important that research in this area continues so that their educational needs can also be met
(Giancola, et al., 2009). Therefore, research which focuses on first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers’ educational experiences is much needed as
these students are entering community college at increasingly high rates (NCES, 2015).
Focusing on the Latina student is important in order “to interrupt the cycle of
disproportionate under-education and poverty among the Latino population for the
future,…[and] to raise the education level and living and working conditions of Latinas today”
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(Gandara & The Whitehouse Initiative on Educational Excellence for Hispanics, 2015, p. 6).
Learning about the essence of being a first-generation Latina community college student-mother,
their lived experiences, and the role that grit (ganas) and mindsets play in their navigation of
college is important. Calo et al. (2019) agree and claim that growth mindset, grit, and resilience
are important when considering students who thrive or struggle in the face of adversity. Bernal
(2002) states that we must view students of color as “holders and creators of knowledge” where
their experiences, culture, and languages are valued (p. 106). Similarly, Bandura (2006) shares
that people contribute to their experiences, they do not simply undergo experiences but create
them. Each of these experiences is unique and holds valuable insight into how and why
experiences are the way that they are. Bandura adds that to navigate through the complexities of
a world filled with “challenges and hazards, people have to make sound judgements about their
capabilities, anticipate the probable effects of different events and courses of action, size up
socio-structural opportunities and constraints, and regulate their behavior accordingly” (p. 168).
Wickersham and Wang (2016) state that life experiences can dominate the way in which women
experience and engage with their college. Thus, it is vital to view a first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother’s educational journey as her grit (ganas),
mindset, and many roles and responsibilities may affect the way in which she navigates through
her education.
The story of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers’
educational journeys will bring forth information that will help guide future students like them.
These stories will provide institutions and stakeholders the information needed to help design an
improved college experience that will lead these particular students to success. There is a gap
within the research and first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-
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mothers are missing from the scholarly conversations. Their experiences which detail the way in
which they navigate college will provide a story that should be told. Previous research has
mostly highlighted the barriers that minoritized students experience throughout their college
journeys. Whereas this research highlighted their successes by focusing on their experiences,
grit (ganas), mindsets, and the strategies that first-generation Latina nontraditional studentmothers employ throughout their community college journey in order to reach their goals.
Although it was inevitable to discuss the barriers that they faced, these also prove important in
order to inform community colleges and urge changes to their policies and procedures.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Although Latina students comprise approximately 41% of community college students
(Bustamante, 2019), there is a lack of research on the educational experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional student-mothers and their successes during their community college
journey. Most researchers have placed their focus on the barriers that minoritized students and
student-mothers experience while navigating through college. The focus of this present study
was to explore the educational experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional studentmothers enrolled at a community college and identify the ways in which grit (ganas) and
mindsets influenced their success using a phenomenological research design. The following
research questions guided this study:
1. What are the perceptions of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers regarding their educational experiences?
a) In what ways, if any, do the intersecting identities of being Latina, a student-mother, a
nontraditional student, and a first-generation student influence one’s community
college experiences?
b) In what ways if any have grit (ganas) and mindsets contributed to the educational
journey of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers?
c) What strategies do first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers use to navigate through their education in order to reach their goals?
This chapter begins with a discussion of the qualitative inquiry approach used in this
study. I then discuss the methods used including the design description, and participant
description, selection, and recruitment. The chapter continues with an overview of data
collection and data analysis strategies. This includes a discussion of the ways I ensured
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trustworthiness of the data and of ethical considerations related to this project. Lastly, I describe
my perspective and epistemology as a researcher and share possible limitations of this inquiry.
Inquiry Approach
This study was qualitative in nature. Qualitative research uses theoretical frameworks
that help guide researchers in understanding the meaning made by individuals or groups
regarding a social or human problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Patton (2002) describes this type
of research as one that occurs naturally without researcher interference; although the intent of the
project was to engage fully with the participants, this was done in ways that did not interrupt or
influence the participants’ narratives. Additionally, Denzin and Lincoln (2000) share that
scholars use qualitative research to discover how social experiences are created and defined.
Merriam (2002) further states that multiple realities exist in an ever-changing world, which are
constructed and interpreted differently among individuals. Moreover, qualitative research is
designed to produce rich descriptive data that empowers participants to share their stories and
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).
Qualitative research methods were most appropriate for this study because descriptive
literature focusing on first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers
is scarce. Merriam (2002) writes that experiences are portrayed through use of words and
pictures rather than with numbers, as is routine in quantitative studies. Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) state that quantitative researchers “are deliberately unconcerned with rich descriptions
because such detail interrupts the process of developing generalizations” (p. 10). Therefore, a
qualitative research approach was the most appropriate method for this study. Hearing directly
from participants in their own words provided a means to discover the essence of their lived
experiences. These essences were extremely important to me as a researcher who; shares a
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similar educational pathway, who is a mentor for student success, and who seeks to uplift women
and share their stories of educational achievement. Listening to each of my research
participant’s voices and understanding how their journeys unfolded, helped illuminate their
current reality as student-mothers from their own perspective. These realities are important in
bringing forth awareness of the participant’s shared experiences as well as those that are unique
to each individual.
Methods
Phenomenology was the best research method for this study as it places focus on how
humans make sense of experiences and then transform those experiences into consciousness as
individual and shared meanings (Patton, 2002). This encompasses “methodologically, carefully,
and thoroughly capturing and describing how people experience some phenomenon-how they
perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it, make sense of it, and talk about it with
others” (Patton, p. 104). The following section further outlines the specific phenomenological
research process used throughout this inquiry.
Design Description
My research followed Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology research
processes of epoche, transcendental-phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and
synthesis of textural and structural descriptions. Epoche is the first step in this type of
phenomenological research. Moustakas (1994) explains that it allows for understandings,
judgements, and knowledge to be set aside so that phenomena may be revisited with a fresh point
of view from a pure or transcendental ego. He adds, “The Epoche is a way of looking and being,
an unfettered stance. Whatever or whoever appears in our consciousness is approached with an
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openness, seeing just what is there and allowing what is there to linger” (p. 85-86). The second
process is transcendental-phenomenological reduction.
In transcendental-phenomenological reduction, each experience is considered in its
singularity, in and for itself. The phenomenon is perceived and described in its totality, in
a fresh and open way. A complete description is given of its essential constituents,
variations of perceptions, thoughts, feelings, sounds, colors, and shapes. (Moustakas,
1994, p. 34)
Moustakas (1994) further explains this process as the act of looking and describing numerous
times while always referencing and placing focus on the various qualities that are present using
self-awareness, self-refection, and self-knowledge.
The third process, imaginative variation, creates a way for the researcher to take hold of
the structural essences of the experiences. Moustakas (1994) explains this process as one, which
uses various perspectives to allow all meanings to become possibilities. More specifically
Moustakas describes the task of imaginative variation as discovering possible meanings through
use of imagination by “varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and
approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions, roles, or
functions” (p. 97-98).
The last step is synthesis of the textural and structural descriptions. During this process,
the descriptions are synthesized in a statement detailing the meanings and essence of the
participant’s experiences with this phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Additionally, he states that
the essences of any experience are never completely exhausted. “The fundamental texturalstructural synthesis represents the essences at a particular time and place from the vantage point
of an individual researcher following an exhaustive imaginative and reflective study of the
phenomenon” (p. 100).
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Furthermore, Moustakas (1994) writes that the aim of phenomenological studies is to
“determine what an experience means for the persons who have had the experience and are able
to provide a comprehensive description of it” (p. 13). Van Manen (2016) describes the goal of
phenomenology as one that focuses on a deeper understanding of the meaning of daily
experiences. A phenomenological research method was appropriate because the focus of this
study was to explore the lived experiences of a specific population and understand these said
experiences. Creswell and Poth (2018) state that phenomenologists place focus on the
description of what all participants have in common when experiencing a specific phenomenon.
They further add that phenomenological studies look to arrive at a universal essence of the
specific phenomenon.
Participant Description, Selection, and Recruitment
Participants in this study were currently attending Midway Community College
(pseudonym) in California. Midway Community College (Midway) is located in a city of nearly
300,000 residents. Total student enrollment for the 2019 school year was approximately 19,000
with a minority enrollment of 71%, representing mostly Hispanic students (Community College
Review, n.d.). Additionally, in 2018 nearly 53% of the students enrolled at Midway were firstgeneration Hispanic female students ages 25 and older. I chose to conduct my study at Midway
Community College due to the large amount of Hispanic female community college students that
were attending this institution. Recruiting participants from Midway Community College was
appropriate, as the phenomenon of being a first-generation Latina nontraditional community
college student-mother at this specific school site was likely to be present because the majority
student population was Hispanic and female.
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Participants for this study were first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers. Criterion sampling, a type of purposeful sampling, was used to select these
participants. Within a research study, purposeful sampling is the selection of “information-rich
cases [which are chosen] strategically and purposefully…” (Patton, 2002, p. 243). Creswell and
Poth (2018) add that this type of sampling is well suited for phenomenological studies because
all participants would have experienced the phenomenon of study. The inclusion criteria for this
study’s participants are outlined in Table 1.

Table 1
Inclusion Criteria
1) Attended or had attended Midway Community College
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

First-generation college student
Of Latina descent
Between the ages of 25 and 50
Mother of at least one dependent child
Experienced an interruption or delay in their education after high school or a previous
college experience
7) Classify themselves as financially independent of their parents
8) Within 30 units of graduating with an associate degree or transferring from Midway
Community College or had graduated or transferred from Midway within the last four
months from the time of recruitment

I worked with the research office at Midway as well as the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) at University of the Pacific to gain approval to conduct this study. I first completed and
submitted Midway Community College’s data request form, which detailed my research project.
While the research office at Midway reviewed my request, I submitted my IRB application to
University of the Pacific. After submitting this application and gaining approval from my
university, I submitted the confirmation of the approval to Midway. The research office then
sent me a formal approval of the research project.
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Midway Community College’s research department then referred me to Midway’s
CalWORKs and EOPS programs. CalWORKs is a state program with “a presence at every
campus in the California Community Colleges system as part of a larger effort helping students
receiving public assistance, or in transition off welfare, to achieve long-term self-sufficiency”
(California Community Colleges Chancellors Office (CCCCO, n.d.). Extended Opportunity
Programs and Services (EOPS) at Midway is a state-funded program, which offers academic
counseling, support services, and financial aid to “students disadvantaged by social, economic,
educational or linguistic barriers” (CCCCO, n.d.). Due to privacy regulations, I could not
contact the students directly. Therefore, I reached out to each program lead via email (Appendix
A). These leads then agreed to send out the recruitment email (Appendix B) on my behalf. At
no time during this process did I have access to the students’ names or email addresses.
Although the program leads had access to all students who met some of the inclusion criteria for
this study, they did not know which students responded to my email or which agreed to
participate. Students who were interested in joining my study indicated their interest by
completing a Google interest form (Appendix C) which was hyperlinked in the recruitment
email.
Recruitment began in May 2020. It was my intent to recruit at a maximum eight students
to form part of this study. Yet, despite numerous recruitment strategies, multiple attempts to
connect with students, and complications due to the recruitment process during the COVID-19
pandemic, I was only able to recruit five participants. This number of participants is reasonable
as Creswell and Poth (2018) share that a phenomenological study should have between five and
twenty-five participants.

58
When I first began recruitment, few students responded to my initial email by the
proposed deadline. I then received IRB approval to extend the deadline to allow more students
an opportunity to respond. This yielded 13 potential participants. I reached out directly to these
students to discuss any questions they might have about the study, to confirm their interest, and
to ensure that they met the inclusion criteria. Of these 13 potential participants, only five
students qualified for my study. I then sent them an informed consent form (Appendix D) via
HelloSign, an e-signature program. Of these five, only four signed the informed consent form.
One of these participants removed themselves from the study before I began collecting data.
I employed snowball sampling as an additional recruitment strategy. Snowball sampling
is the identification of possible participants from people who know people that would provide
information-rich data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Through use of snowballing, I identified three
more potential participants. I used a phone script (Appendix E) with the snowballed potential
participants to introduce the study and myself. During this phone call, I invited potential
participants to complete my Google interest form. Of these three, only one student qualified; I
contacted her again via telephone to confirm her interest form answers. After confirmation, I
then sent her the informed consent form via HelloSign. One other potential participant was 26
units away from transferring or graduating with her associate degree. This was five units above
the initial inclusion criteria for this study. Since she met all other inclusion criteria, I revised the
criteria to increase the number of units needed to qualify for my study. After receiving
permission from IRB to expand the criteria, I notified the interested potential participant that she
would be able to form part of my research. I then sent her an informed consent form. After
receiving each participant’s signed informed consent form, I scheduled the initial interviews.
According to Fontana and Frey (2000) interviewing is one of the most common and powerful
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ways we attempt to understand other human beings. Data are usually collected through the long
interview method in phenomenological inquiries (Moustakas, 1994). This method involves an
“informal, interactive process and utilizes open-ended comments and questions” (Moustakas,
1994).
Data Collection
I collected data between the months of May and June of 2020. My data collection was
originally going to be gathered via in person interviews, but due to COVID-19, this was not
possible. The pandemic brought forth changes in the university guidelines surrounding data
collection. All research activities, including reaching out to Midway’s college staff, program
leads, and students had to be conducted remotely. I collected my data using Zoom and telephone
interviews. Two participants agreed to meet for their interview via a telephone call while the
other three agreed to meet using Zoom. The interviews were conducted on a mutually agreed
upon date and time by both myself and participants. Duration of each interview was between 35
and 90 minutes. Participants who interviewed for longer than 60 minutes requested to complete
the interview in one sitting.
Prior to each interview (as mentioned above), I sent participants an electronic copy of the
informed consent form, via HelloSign. Participants read, signed, and returned the informed
consent form to me via HelloSign. I recorded the interviews using Rev Recorder, an application
on my phone, which allowed me to record the interviews so that I could fully place focus on the
information that the participants shared. As well as placing focus on the interviews, I jotted
down key words on the interview protocol (Appendix F). Seidman (2019) suggests interviewers
jot down key points that interest them and that they are still curious about. Instead of
interrupting the participant’s train of thought as they share their experiences, Seidman (2019)
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states that a researcher can return to them at a later time in order to dig deeper into the
participant’s experience.
To collect the data for this research, I followed Moustakas’s (1994) methods of data
collection for phenomenological studies. I began by engaging in epoche prior to and after each
interview. Moustakas (1994) describes epoche as the first step in phenomenological research,
where one sets aside their “predilections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events,
and people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the first
time” (p. 85). When engaging in epoche, I used a bracketing journal (Appendix G), to detail any
preconceptions or prejudgments that I had before the interviews and any feelings, thoughts or
reactions that I had after the interviews. Once the interview commenced, I had a social
conversation with the participant to help create a trusting atmosphere. I began by introducing
myself again, sharing my excitement for the inquiry, and thanking each participant for taking
time to participate in my study. Fontana and Frey (2000) state that “gaining trust is essential to
the success of interviews and, once gained, trust can still be very fragile” (p. 655). Next, I used
the interview protocol which reviewed the purpose of my study and confirmed participant’s
willingness to participate. As participants agreed, I noted this in the interview protocol and then
began asking the interview questions. These interview questions included main questions and
probes, which guided the semi-structured interviews. Schwandt (2015) shares that semistructured interviews aim to gather stories of experience. These types of interviews serve as
guides and include main questions that allow a conversation on a specific topic to begin (Rubin
& Rubin, 2005). These scholars further share that probes help encourage participants to provide
more detail in their interviews if needed. Moustakas (1994) adds that general interview probes
are to be used when the co-researcher’s story has not gone deeply enough into the experience.
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During the interview, I asked open-ended questions and remained silent, allowing the participant
time to concentrate on their experiences in order to describe these fully. If the participant did not
go deep enough into the experience or answer the question, I then used probes to assist with this.
While participants spoke, I jotted down any key words that struck me and followed up on these
after the participant had finished answering the specific question. It was important for me to
create a climate where my participants felt comfortable enough to respond fully and honestly.
After the interview, I verbally explained to participants what my next steps would be and I
followed up with an email that also provided these details (Appendix H). I then had the Rev
Recorder application on my phone complete the transcription of all five interviews. After
transcription was complete, I listened to the recordings and verified the transcriptions for
accuracy. Then, I corrected all transcription errors that were present. After reviewing and
correcting the transcription errors, I studied the transcriptions using phenomenological analysis
(this will be further described in the following section).
Data Analysis
I analyzed the interview data during the months of June and July 2020. First, I printed
out and read all of the interview transcriptions. Then, I listened to the interview audio recordings
numerous times and compared them to the transcripts for accuracy. As I read and reread the
transcriptions, I started to pre-code words that came to mind beside each participant’s answer in
the margin of the transcription while underlining statements that caught my attention. Precoding is done to initially highlight or jot down words or phrases that strike you as important
(Saldaña, 2016). I analyzed the data following Moustakas’s (1994) modification of the Van
Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data. A summary of the steps taken for this
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specific analysis method are displayed in Figure 2 (See Appendix I for Moustakas’s detailed
description of this method of analysis).
In order to organize my data and begin analysis, I created a document with a table listing
each step of the analysis method. I analyzed each participant’s data using a table per participant.
I worked horizontally while I completed each step of the analysis process and continuously
referred back to every step to make sure that each one was followed correctly. I worked on one
analysis at a time and began by doing the following process using the analysis document created
for each of my five participants.
Step 1: Listing and Preliminary Grouping
I listed all of the participant answers that were relevant to the experience
(Horizontalization) in column one of my analysis document and listed the interview question
directly above for reference.
Step 2: Reduction and Elimination
I tested each expression to see if a) it contained a moment of the experience that was
necessary enough to understand it and b) it was possible to label it (horizon of the experience).
If not, then I deleted the expression or explained it in more detail. The remaining horizons
(labels that were linked to statements and noted as comments in the margin of the document)
became the invariant constituents of my participant’s experience. In order to organize these
invariant constituents, I chose to display this data on a Google spreadsheet. Displaying data is a
part of analysis, it helps organize and condense information (Miles et al., 2020). Therefore, I
displayed the data by placing all of my interview questions diagonally on the spreadsheet while
listing all research participant pseudonyms horizontally across the top. I color coded the
interview question numbers according to the research question that they addressed and included
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a key for myself of what the colors meant (for later use). Then, I listed each invariant constituent
that was identified according to the data and aligned each one to its interview question under
each participant’s column.
Step 3: Clustering and Thematizing the Invariant Constituents
Next, I reviewed the invariant constituents that were listed in each participant’s column.
I noticed some patterns and similarities and began to cluster these by color-coding them. I
looked back at each participant’s invariant constituents that were now color-coded and gave each
color a thematic label. These clustered, labeled, and color-coded constituents became the core
themes for each participant’s experience.
Step 4: Final Identification of the Invariant Constituents and Themes by Application
Validation
Then, I reviewed the data analysis document to confirm the invariant constituents and
themes identified on the spreadsheet against each research participant’s data for validation. I
looked to see if: 1) the invariant constituents and themes were explicitly expressed in the
transcription, 2) if they were compatible when they were not explicitly expressed, 3) if they were
not expressed or compatible then they were not relevant and were deleted (Moustakas, 1994).
All of the invariant constituents and themes were explicitly expressed and or compatible.
Therefore, no deletion was necessary.
Step 5: Individual Textural Description
Using the relevant validated invariant constituents and themes, I returned to my analysis
document and constructed an individual textural description for each research participant’s
experience. Within these individual textural descriptions, I included participant voices through
use of verbatim examples, which I took from the transcribed interviews.
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Step 1: Listing and Preliminary Grouping
(List every expression relevant to the experience)

Step 2: Reduction and Elimination
(Determine the Invariant Constituents)

Step 3: Clustering and Thematizing the Invariant Constituents
(Cluster related Invariant Constituents into a thematic label)

Step 4: Final Identification of the Invariant Constituents and
Themes by Application: Validation
(Check the Invariant Constituents and thematic labels against the
participant’s record)
Step 5: Individual Textural Description
(Constructed from the Invariant Constituents and themes)

Step 6: Individual Structural Description
(Constructed from the Individual Textural Description and
Imaginative Variation)
Step 7: Textural-Structural Description
(Meanings and Essences of the experience, constructed
incorporating the Invariant Constituents and themes)
Composite Description
(Meanings and Essences of the experience, developed from the
Individual Textural-Structural Descriptions, representing the
group of participants as a whole)
Figure 2. Summary of Moustakas’s modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis. Adapted
from Moustakas (1994, pp. 120-121).
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Step 6: Individual Structural Description
Next, I constructed an individual structural description on the analysis document for each
participant based upon the individual textural description and imaginative variation. Moustakas
(1994) explains that imaginative variation is the action of seeking possible meanings through
imagination, various frames of reference, and different positions, roles, and or functions. The
focus of imaginative variation is to describe the essential structures of the phenomenon
(Moustakas, 1994). When constructing this description, I followed the steps that Moustakas
outlines for this process. I began by recognizing that there may be varying possible structures
that hold up the textural structure. I also recognized that underlying themes bring forth the
phenomenon. I contemplated the feelings and thoughts that participants had within this
phenomenon in reference to structures of time, space, bodily concerns, materiality, causality,
relation to self, and or relation to others. I looked for examples of these within the transcriptions
to help construct each individual structural description.
Step 7: Textural-Structural Description
Using the textural and structural descriptions, I constructed a textural-structural
description for each participant using the analysis document. This description incorporated the
invariant constituents and themes earlier identified. It brought forth a synthesis of the meanings
and essences of each participant’s experience as a first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mother.
After I completed each interview analysis using these seven steps, I contacted each
participant for a member check. Member checks were conducted between the months of June
and July 2020. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), member checking involves taking “data,
analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to participants so that they can judge the accuracy

66
and credibility of the account” (p. 261). A date and time was mutually scheduled for member
checks. Research participants received my analysis via email and had several days to review it
before the member check meeting. Participants were asked to consider the following prompts
when reviewing the analysis:
1) Did I interpret your experiences correctly?
2) Do you have anything else you would like to add?
Three member checks were conducted via telephone while the other two were conducted via
Zoom. Each member check lasted between 10 and 15 minutes. One participant mentioned a
change in her work status and another mentioned a word change. None of the participants
wanted to add anything further to the analysis. I thanked the participants for their time and for
their interest in my study. I then corrected the two revisions that my participants requested and
began to construct the composite description.
Composite Description
The final step of Moustakas’s modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis of
phenomenological data is the composite description. A composite description is a synthesis of
the meanings and essences of every participant’s experiences of the phenomenon as a whole
(Moustakas, 1994). Before beginning this step, I organized the core themes in order to view
them on one succinct document. I displayed these using a core themes table. This helped me
view all of the 26 themes that emerged by individual participants and as a whole group. I listed
the core themes diagonally on the document and then listed the participant pseudonyms
horizontally across the top of the document. The core themes were color-coded using the same
color schema as in the spreadsheet created for steps two and three of the analysis. In order to
make sense of the 26 themes, I codified them. Saldaña (2016) defines codifying as the action of
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arranging things in some sort of order, organizing into a system, categorizing, or classifying. I
codified these themes by similarities. Next, I referenced each participant’s core themes to
validate which ones had emerged for which participants. I marked an X in each respective
column to signify this. Then, I reviewed the 26 themes and noticed that I could condense these
further. Data condensation is a “form of analysis that sharpens, sorts, focuses, discards, and
organizes data” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 8), it continuously occurs throughout qualitative studies, so
that conclusions can be made and verified. Therefore, I condensed the 26 original themes into 11
core themes. As I reviewed the 11 core themes once again, I noticed that I could condense a few
more. After doing so, I narrowed them down to eight core themes. Then, I reviewed the core
themes table along with each participant’s individual textural-structural description. I used both
of these to create the composite description, a synthesis of the meanings and essences of being a
first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness, also known as credibility and or validity in research, is essential.
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) share that validity in qualitative research is defined as the
degree of harmony between the explanation of the phenomena under study and the reality.
Patton (2002) shares that credible inquiries require researchers to position themselves neutrally
when viewing a phenomenon. This is vital as qualitative research positions the investigator as
the research instrument. Patton further states that “qualitative inquiry deals with humans as the
instrument of data collection, requiring that the investigator carefully reflect on, deal with, and
report potential sources of bias and error” (p. 51). Therefore, a researcher must remain neutral
and be committed to understanding, “the world as it unfolds, be true to complexities and multiple
perspectives as they emerge, and be balanced in reporting both confirmatory and disconfirming
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evidence in regard to any conclusions offered” (Patton, 2002, p.50). Creswell and Poth (2018)
prefer to use the term validation when discussing trustworthiness in qualitative research. They
define validation as the “attempt to ‘assess’ the ‘accuracy’ of the findings, as best described by
the researcher, the participants, and the readers (or reviewers)” (p. 259). These authors further
share that there are numerous types of qualitative validation strategies and recommend that at
least two be used in qualitative inquiries.
Trustworthiness of the data for this study was established through clarifying my bias by
engaging in epoche through reflexivity, generating rich, thick descriptions, and member
checking. As the researcher, it was vital for me to first share my background and the reason for
this study with my participants and the broader research community to be transparent in my
intentions and personal relationship with this topic. Like the participants in my study, I am a
first-generation Latina who was a nontraditional community college student. My experiences as
a student-mother occurred during my university education. Additionally, being a nontraditional
community college student and a university student-mother in search of a different career had its
advantages as well as its disadvantages. My experiences are not untypical (Daily Staff, 2017), as
some of the voices heard in this inquiry, echoed versions of my story. Yet, students like us, may
still be considered nontraditional. Although motivated by my personal experiences, this research
brought light to the experiences of student-mothers who comprise an increasing number of
community college students.
In order to decrease my personal bias as a researcher who has a personal connection to
this specific phenomenon, phenomenology calls for epoche. Moustakas (1994) describes epoche
as the first step in phenomenological research, where one sets aside their “predilections,
prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events, and people to enter anew into
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consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the first time” (p. 85). In a state of
epoche, one must be receptive, aware, and open to receiving things as they appear without
making judgements. Even though epoche is used to set aside preconceived knowledge this does
not necessarily remove the researcher from the study, “but it does serve to identify personal
experiences with the phenomenon and to partly set them aside so that the researcher can focus on
the experiences of the participants in the study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 77).
During the research process, I engaged in epoche before and after my interviews to detail
my biases and prejudgments in a bracketing journal. This helped place importance on my own
perspectives as well as the perspectives of those who participated in my study. Patton (2002)
states that reflexivity serves as a reminder for awareness of “cultural, political, social, linguistic,
and ideological origins of one’s perspective and voice as well as the perspective and voices of
those one interviews and those to whom one reports” (p. 65). Scholars Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) add that identification of one’s biases allows the researcher to own up to their
perspectives. Additionally, they share that researchers may keep track of the evolution of these
perspectives in a critical reflective journal.
Phenomenology also calls for rich, thick descriptions. This is evidenced by Moustakas’s
(1994) modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data. Within the
steps of this method, I went through numerous iterations of the analysis process to provide as
much detail as possible in order to arrive at the essence of the experience. These rich, thick
descriptions then provided me with an initial analysis of the data. In the process of member
checking, I shared my analyses with each of the five participants and gathered their feedback for
accuracy and credibility of the analysis. Three of my research participants had no changes to
their analyses while the other two had minor corrections (a word change and a job status
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change). It was my assumption that all participants were truthful in the sharing of their
experiences.
Ethical Considerations
I provided the research participants with information regarding my study and asked them
to sign an informed consent form to participate in my research. I kept each student’s identity and
contact information confidential. I created pseudonyms for participants and for the community
college. I kept all interview recordings and digital copies in password-protected files. All
printed interview transcriptions or materials identifying my research participants and or location
were kept secure in a locked file cabinet. When listening to each participant’s story, I listened
carefully and ensured them time and space to answer each question at their own pace. When
analyzing and writing their stories, I stayed true to each participant’s words and did not provide
more or less, than what they shared during their interviews. Each participant reviewed their
individual data analysis for accuracy, in order to maintain the integrity of their story.
Researcher Perspective and Epistemology
My perspective and epistemology also influenced this study. Broido and Manning (2002)
claim that everyone has a theoretical epistemology and that every research method carries and is
shaped by a perspective. Perspectives shape what we see, how we see things, and what we
believe to be true. Each theoretical perspective helps guide the practice of the specific research
that is employed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I hold a social constructivist epistemology and
feminist perspective. It is through these two lenses that I viewed this qualitative inquiry.
Schwandt (2000) discusses the epistemology of social construction and shares that
human beings do not find knowledge, they construct it. He claims that interpretations are not
constructed alone, rather construction of these are built against shared meanings, practices, and
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languages. Patton (2002) writes, “constructivists study the multiple realities constructed by
people and the implications of those constructions for their lives and interactions with others (p.
96)”. This scholar further adds, “Social construction, or constructivist philosophy, is built on the
thesis of ontological relativity, which holds that all tenable statements about existence depend on
a worldview, and no worldview is uniquely determined by empirical or sense data about the
world” (p. 97).
It is also through a feminist perspective that I see and believe things to be true.
According to Lather (2017) feminists put gender at the center of their inquiry, with the goal of
“correct[ing] both the invisibility and distortion of female experiences in ways relevant to ending
women’s unequal social position” (p. 83). Yet, feminist perspectives have been historically
based upon white feminist values. “The first white women’s rights advocates were never
seeking social equality for all women; they were seeking social equality for white women”
(hooks, 1981, p. 124). Furthermore, Broido and Manning (2002) state that the various meanings
of what a woman is “lead to more complex, multifaceted understandings of identity and feminist
issues” (p. 442). The varying degrees and identities of women bring forth the need for multiple
types of feminist perspectives. Therefore, Bernal’s (1998) Chicana feminist epistemology is
where I currently look to understand the Chicana/Latina experience. The use of this lens is
essential, as feminism on its own, will not suffice because it overlooks the individual differences
amongst women (Bernal, 1998). First-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mothers do not have the same experiences as their non-Latina peers. This may be due to
many reasons. It is through a Chicana feminist lens that I view the world. Bernal further shares
that this lens allows one to observe how family backgrounds, educational practices, male
privilege, class, and ethnic injustices help shape a Chicana’s educational choices and experiences
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(Bernal, 1998). Kasun (2018) a white woman who describes herself as a Chicana feminist,
writes that this specific viewpoint has deeply resonated within her scholarly work. She states,
“Under the current hegemony of whiteness, whites need the explanatory power of a framework
like Chicana feminism to understand the oppression they can never physically embody
themselves” (p. 124).
Limitations
This research inquiry focused on a specific community college population located in
California. The stories of these students represented their specific experiences. It is possible that
students in other colleges from different areas of the United States may have different types of
experiences. However, each of my participant’s stories matter, as they provide a view into their
individual world, which is just as important as any other. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic
led to restrictions on the ways that I could collect data. These restrictions did not allow for faceto-face access to Midway and its students. The pandemic may have also contributed to some of
the challenges related to recruiting students since they were not on campus and may not have
been checking their emails often. Another potential limitation may have been the specific
inclusion criteria that was outlined for this study. The numerous inclusion criteria may have
inadvertently excluded students who were interested in participating. This limitation is discussed
further in chapter five.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this study was to explore the educational experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a community college and identify the ways in
which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their success. In this chapter, I discussed the
appropriateness of using a qualitative research method with a phenomenological research design
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following Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental phenomenology research process. Five
participants were recruited using criterion and snowball sampling. I collected data using
Moustakas’s method of data collection for phenomenological studies. Furthermore, data were
analyzed following Moustakas’s (1994) modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis.
Trustworthiness was ensured through epoche and researcher reflexivity, generation of rich, thick
descriptions, and member checking. My feminist perspective and social constructivist view of
the world also influenced this inquiry. Possible limitations of this research project were
generalizability, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the specific inclusion criteria outlined within this
study. The following chapter details the findings from this research inquiry.

74
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to explore the educational experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a community college and identify the ways in
which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their success. Research in this area is lacking from
the scholarly conversations. Through this study, I provided a space where these particular
students shared their experiences in order to discover their successes and the supports they need
to thrive along their educational journey. I considered the perceptions they held of their
educational experiences when; viewing their intersectional identities, how grit (ganas) and
mindsets contributed to these experiences, and the strategies that they employed when attaining
their community college goals.
This chapter presents the findings of this research study. It begins with a brief discussion
of how the conceptual frameworks of grit (ganas) and mindsets tied into my research inquiry
(with further discussion in Chapter 5). I then introduce each participant and provide an in-depth
presentation of the findings that emerged from the interviews following Moustakas’s (1994)
modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data. The findings are
presented by outlining a textural description of each participant’s experience, including verbatim
examples from their interviews. Next, I detail individual core themes with individual
textural-structural descriptions. Lastly, I provide a composite description, which represents the
eight core themes that emerged from the meanings and essences of all five participant’s
experiences as a whole. I conclude this chapter with a summary.
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Conceptual Frameworks
The conceptual frameworks used in this study combined both grit (ganas) and mindsets.
Grit (ganas) and mindsets work hand in hand and those who possess these are more likely to
become stronger and are able to reach their goals (Duckworth, 2016). These frameworks proved
important in understanding the perceptions of how five first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers experienced and navigated their college career in order to
receive or nearly receive their associate degree. The mindset that these Latinas possessed while
overcoming each hurdle they encountered reinforced the grit (ganas) that they needed in order to
reach their short-term and long-term goals. Throughout the previous chapters I used grit and
ganas in a side by side by manner. In this chapter, I continue to use these together as well as
using ganas independently to highlight the resiliency and cultural aspects of ganas that my
participants shared within their stories. In the following section, I introduce the research
participants and present their experiences through the eyes of grit (ganas) and mindsets.
Participant Introduction and Data Analysis
The following five Spanish pseudonyms were used to identify the participants: Nueva-Yo
(New Me), Guerrera (Warrior), Luchadora (Fighter), Fuerza (Strength), and Determinada
(Determined). I intentionally chose each pseudonym to reflect both the mindset and grit (ganas)
that emerged from the participants’ stories. I purposely used Spanish pseudonyms, as these five
Latinas were very proud of their culture and of how far they have come. I presented the
pseudonyms to each participant. One participant was amazed and mentioned that her pseudonym
was meant to be, as this is what people that know her, call her. Since it is important to know
more about each participant, I created Table 2 to illustrate the specific demographic information
that reflects the participants at the time of the study.
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Table 2
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym
Age
Nueva-Yo

26

Marital
Status
Married

Number of
Children
Three

Ages of
Children
1, 4, 6

Guerrera

32

Married

Three

2, 3, 13

Community College
Major
Interdisciplinary
Humanities and Social
Science
Science

Luchadora

29

Single

Three

4, 7, 9

Psychology

Fuerza

41

Married

Three

2, 7, 11

Psychiatric Technology

Determinada

37

Married

Two

2, 8

Business Administration
and Information

Nueva-Yo
At the time of this study, Nueva-Yo was a 26-year-old first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother who was born in the United States. She was
married and had three children ages one, four, and six. During her community college
experience, she did not work. She cared for her children, her home, and took classes at Midway
Community College. When our interview took place, she had recently graduated with an
Associate Degree in Interdisciplinary Humanities and Social Science. She shared that she was
also working on two more Associate Degrees, one in Health Science and one in Spanish. Once
finished with her degrees at Midway, she is considering transferring to a state university to work
towards a bachelor's degree. Our interview took place via Zoom while she watched her playful
toddler who was in the background calling out for Nueva-Yo’s attention.
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Individual textural description. Nueva-Yo shared that she did not realize how
important education was until she became an adult. She wished that she had gone to college
sooner.
Education is more than what we think education is. I wish I would have gotten my stuff
done when I was younger, not that I don't regret my kids, even though...right now when
I'm so stressed out I'm like, why did I have kids? I'll be honest...I should've waited, I
should've listened, I should've done this. It is what it is and I'm not going to let nothing
stop me.
When first returning to school, Nueva-Yo initially doubted herself. She shared that she
questioned her actions, “At first there was a lot of doubts of me going there. Since I'm not going
to be a traditional college student, then why should I go? What is the point?” Nueva-Yo also
wondered how she would handle being a student and a mother.
At first, I was like, how am I going to do this? I have kids, I can't do this. I'm a mom.
Maybe I should've listened to my mother, I should just focus on my kids, and then my
mom was like, ‘I told you.’ My mom always tells me ‘pa que tuviste hijos, si no vas a
estar con ellos.’
Nueva-Yo also feared not being able to succeed in community college. “I was fearing that I was
going to fail my classes, that I wasn't going to succeed…”
Nueva-Yo felt that she lacked the college knowledge necessary to succeed when first
beginning at Midway.
I didn't know how to fill out a FAFSA. I didn't know what that was. You don't know
what path to take. I feel like I kinda just winged it because when I started there, my first
college course was Life Management. I decided to take that course, because I felt like I
needed some support on how I'd be able to manage school and my family.
Once she became acclimated to Midway, things began to run smoothly. “Everything was just
like, this is your classes [and] you're going to get this money for financial aid”. Nueva-Yo could
not believe it. She shared that it was hard when she first started at Midway, but after a while, she
began to understand how college worked.
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As a student-mother, Nueva-Yo's day was busy from the time she woke up to the time she
fell to sleep.
I get everything ready, get the clothes ready, get their backpacks ready, get my backpack
ready, get myself ready, and then wake up the kids, get them ready, give them their
breakfast, get the car and make sure I have everything and make sure I don’t leave the
keys inside my car.
Her days were always scheduled around her children’s daycare hours.
Usually I would schedule [my classes until] 2:00 or 1:30 because both of my kids would
get out at 3:00, so I would have to pick them up before 3:00. Sometimes I have an hour
or an hour and 30 minutes, so I would actually buy groceries or do something I need to
do…like maybe I need to pick up medicine, cause there's always something to do.
After arriving home, Nueva-Yo describes having to “rush and give [her children] a quick snack,
[and then] hurry up and do dinner.” By this time, it is evening and Nueva-Yo’s day is not quite
over. She must still help her children with their homework, bathe them, read to them, and then
put them to bed. “At 10 pm I would start studying and do my schoolwork, homework, and get
stuff ready for the next day.” By the time that Nueva-Yo was done, it was 3 am the following
morning. “It's really hard. It's a really busy day.” This was part of her daily routine. It got to the
point that Nueva-Yo told her husband, “I need sleep because I am not getting any sleep.” She
further shared that at first it was not an issue, but then she began feeling sleep deprived. “It was
really awful. I was getting really moody. It was really bad.”
Nueva-Yo mentioned feeling troubled by the multiple expectations and pressures she felt
because she is a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother. She
felt pressured to live up to the expectations of those who surrounded her. “Well, I feel like I
have expectations in both roles, academically and family wise.” In her personal life, the pressure
of living up to her family's expectations was immense.
And then, my husband, he’s like. ‘You know how to speak Spanish, you know how to
speak English, you should know how to ace those things’, but the thing is that they don't
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really know what I'm going through. They don't understand the academic expectations
and it's really hard.
As a Latina, Nueva-Yo felt divided between her goals and responsibilities. “I married a
traditional man and I have three children, and because I have three children, I'm unable to get a
full-time job.” She shared, “Sometimes I am so stressed out and I honestly feel like I sometimes
take it out on the kids and my husband because of the stress being so much.” Although she was
doing something for herself by going back to school, she still felt torn between her multiple roles
and the expectations that those roles hold. “I feel guilty I'm going to school and being a mom
because I feel like I'm divided and I can’t do well on both at the same time.”
Nueva-Yo also shared feelings of frustration when having to perform her cultural
expectations. She once shared her frustration with her husband and said, “You just get home and
you rest and I still feed you and I am doing all of these things with the kids all day long,...I never
have me time and I need to do school.” She also expressed feelings of guilt when thinking about
the time that she spent on school away from her family. Yet, at the same time, school was
important and played a big role in her life, “I am just thinking about [school] and I feel like it
sacrifices a lot of time with me with them.” Although she felt guilty for going to school, she
shared that school made her feel happy.
I feel like school it's kind of like my escape and I love it. I like going to school and it has
played a big role. Maybe other people they like going out and maybe doing some other
stuff, but what I want to do as me time, free time, is getting my homework done.
She also discussed that her children always come first. She shared that they are her
priority and she makes sure that they have everything they need. She expressed, “Of course even
though my studies are important, I feel like my kids are more important and that's why I wait
until like 9:00 or 10:00 PM to start getting my studying done.”
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Nueva-Yo mentioned that being a student-mother in community college was very hard.
She felt that she was different from her younger peers who were not parents. “When you say
you have to study; traditional students wouldn't really understand what mothers would have to do
because mothers have to sacrifice time with their kids. They sacrifice sleep time, sometimes
they forget to eat, [and]...get hydrated.” Nueva-Yo shared that sometimes she would forget to do
these things.
She reflects on her knowledge of the English language and shares that it is not the best it
could be. She further believes that there are disadvantages for bilingual students and states,
“Spanish was my first language. I always got English and Spanish mixed up, [I used] the
language Spanglish. I think I got that one more knocked down than the other two.”
Nueva-Yo also explained that at times she felt that she was a barrier to herself during
community college. She admitted that she never asked her family for help and felt that she was
responsible for taking care of business on her own. She thought, “I put myself through school,
so nobody's going to help me. I'm going to have to find my own way.” She adds, “I guess a
barrier was this pride that I have within me, that I wanted to take care of stuff myself.” She
explained that she wanted to do everything by herself and by the end of the semester, it became
too much for her to handle.
She also talked about being thankful for the support she received from Midway. These
supports gave her peace of mind and aided her in reaching her educational goals. “Financial aid
helped me a lot in many ways because that was some income that I did not expect.” Nueva-Yo
was also part of Midway’s EOPS program. This program helped pay for gas passes, gave
Nueva-Yo priority registration, and allowed her to meet with a counselor on a regular basis. “I
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just feel like EOPS itself, was very helpful and I honestly don't know how I would have done it
without the program.”
Nueva-Yo shared that family only helped when they wanted to. This was very hard for
her. On the other hand, she felt very lucky to have her children enrolled in Early Head Start
during her community college journey.
I feel like Early Head Start was the big and huge part of my education because they took
care of the kids when I was in class. I scheduled my classes all depending on them, when
they were in school.
Nueva-Yo was also her own sense of support, during her community college experience. “I felt
like on my study time it was just myself.” As for family “yeah, they did help me but just when
they wanted to, but it was very helpful when they did...I would take advantage of the full time.”
She explains that she wants to be a role model for her daughters; she wants to help break
that stereotype and show that women can also be successful no matter what. Nueva-Yo shares
that many Latinas are discouraged and criticized for wanting to do more than just be a mother.
She wants people to, “not label mothers [and say] that just because they have kids they should
not go to school.” She adds that, “Just because you're married and just because you have kids,
doesn't mean that you can't do it.” She wants to be an example for her daughters and wants them
to continue with their education.
Nueva-Yo describes herself as being resilient. She thinks that being resilient, having
ganas, and a positive self-esteem have played a big role in her community college journey.
“Resilient, to me, is more like being able to get up after if you failed a quiz, [or] if you didn't do
well on something academically.” She shared an experience she had when failing a math test. “I
got really depressed because that was my first test. It wasn't because of my capacity; it was just
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my time of studying because the stuff was really straight forward. I just didn't study enough.”
Nueva-Yo also feels that she is resilient in her personal life.
Not being able to study because one of your kids got sick and being like, okay you know
what I didn't study but I'm still going to go to school every day and there's going to be no
reason for me not to go. I'm going to go and I'm going to try to do my best.
She shares that she uses laughter to help her get through tough times. “When I'm ready to bail. I
put some humor in and when I'm about to not succeed, about to put everything in, [all of a
sudden], I'm back.”
Nueva-Yo always imagines what her future will be like with an education. She states that
she is self-ambitious. “I picture a lot of stuff in my head. I don't want to be like this forever. I
get up and do what I got to do. Like the Nike sign says, ‘Just do it’.” Although, each semester
had its difficulties, it also brought Nueva-Yo feelings of accomplishment. When speaking about
how she felt after completing each semester she said, “It's the best feeling, one of the best
feelings I have ever felt.” As she looked at her class schedule for each semester, she would tell
herself, “I'm going to do these classes and I'll be so much closer to my goal.” Once she reached
the end of each semester, she could not believe it.
Being a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother was
very hard for Nueva-Yo. She stated, “It will knock you out of your feet,....but it's worth it. I
think everything, all the experiences, the challenges of being able to overcome, you're
overcoming obstacles on yourself and you're getting to learn a new you and I think that's very
important.”
When looking back at her experiences, Nueva-Yo offers the following tip for future
students like her, “Study early and as much as you can, [and] when you can. Learn the material
like literally learn the material...to comprehend [it].” She also discussed that future students
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should find resources that could help them such as EOPS. She shared, “I think people should
really look at their sources, and even though they say, I'm not going to qualify or there's a long
wait list, do whatever you can.” Nueva-Yo also suggests that students ask about available
resources on their own, instead of relying on other students who may not possess all of the
correct information.
Individual textural-structural description.
Self-doubt. Returning to school was difficult for Nueva-Yo. The thought of returning to
school with three young children at home, seemed impossible. Nueva-Yo’s initial doubts were
further impacted by the lack of encouragement from her mother. Yet, her dreams of going to
school fueled her motivation and the more she thought about what her mom would tell her, “The
more I was like, no, I'm not going to go by my mother's fixed mindset. I'm going to use my
growth mindset and manipulate what I have to manipulate to get this done.”
Lack of college knowledge. As a first-generation student with immigrant parents, NuevaYo had no one to turn to for advice. She had no knowledge of the college going process. This
lack of knowledge further enhanced her doubts about being a right fit for college. “The hardest
part when I started Midway, was knowing the information.”
Responsibilities and time. Every minute of Nueva-Yo’s day is marked. Her time is
valuable and each minute is used intentionally. Each minute helps accomplish tasks first for her
family and then for herself. “And that's the thing as a mother, there's really no me time. Every
hour, every 30 minutes is crucial. You have to literally think for everything beforehand because
once you're home, you're home.” Her time is swallowed by the tasks of others and she is left
with little to no time for herself.
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Cultural and gendered expectations. The expectations that Nueva-Yo had were
demanding due to her role as a mother, wife, and student. These roles were further compounded
by her pride and the lack of support from her family. She holds a central space in her home and
is looked to for everything. The expectations that have been culturally placed upon her, by no
choice of her own, pull her between her college life and her personal life. Nueva-Yo shares what
happens when she makes dinner, “I'm there like doing what usually Mexican wives would do,
like you know making the food, hechando tortillas,... get my husband settled, as well, and just
having them all eat before I do. I'm always the last one to eat.”
Being nontraditional. Nueva-Yo always felt a disconnection to her younger peers at
Midway. She felt that her life was so different from theirs. “You could relate to more people
that already have children than people who don't.” Traditional students did not understand all
that Nueva-Yo had to do in order to complete her studies.
Challenges and barriers. Using the English language was difficult for Nueva-Yo. She
felt that knowing two languages was a disadvantage for her. She believed that she
communicated more effectively in Spanglish. Nueva-Yo further shared that she was a barrier to
herself. Many times, she found that her pride got in the way of reaching out when she was most
struggling. It soon became too much, “Once I reached out to my husband and...my mom
explaining that I was about to get my degree they were like, okay we'll help you, but that wasn't
until the end.”
Supports. Nueva-Yo shared that she did not have much support from her family. They
helped when they wanted to and that was not until the end of her time at Midway Community
College. She mostly took care of her studies during her own time, which was late at night once
her family was asleep. Financially, Nueva-Yo was unsure of how she would pay for college
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since her husband was a farm laborer. She received support from financial aid and EOPS which
helped pay for expenses, provided guidance, and necessary assistance during her college career.
Early Head Start also aided with daycare while she was in class. Without these aids, Nueva-Yo
would not have been able to accomplish her goal of graduating with an associate degree.
Role model. Being a role model for her daughters is very important to Nueva-Yo. She
wants to show them that anything is possible no matter the situation. Nueva-Yo sees the
importance of breaking stereotypes. “My ganas is to set an example, especially for my
daughters, that you're not only good for getting married and having kids.” She believes that
“many Mexican-Americans here that are mothers and go to school, they want to take that label
off and set an example for new generations to come.” Nueva-Yo wants to help in this effort by
serving as a role model for her daughters.
Resilience and ganas. Nueva-Yo always bounced back after she failed. She felt that this
was important to do, because she saw the honor in finishing things that she began. She shared
that one time she had not studied for a quiz and knew she would fail it. She contemplated
skipping class but changed her mind and said, “I'm going to go...I'm going to fail, [but] I'm going
to fail with dignity.” Moments of failure lasted shortly, as Nueva-Yo always saw the bright side
of things and used her failures as a learning lesson that helped move her towards her goals.
Strategy for healing and success. Laughter helped Nueva-Yo ease her stress.
Throughout our interview, she was very cheerful and laughed when speaking of stressful
situations during her community college journey. She shared that laughter is a strategy that she
uses to get through challenging times. This strategy helped her refocus during her community
college experience.
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Growth mindset. Nueva-Yo envisions her future and all that she wants for herself. She
has goals and wants to improve her life with an education. She shares that she has a growth
mindset by, “changing my own habits, being able to you know...set up study time, to be able to
do family time, [and] taking care of the house.” Nueva-Yo believes that you have to do what you
need to do to get things done, she says, “You're not going to die with trying, so just do it.” She
shares that she manipulates what she has in order to get things done.
Accomplishment. Nueva-Yo is the first in her family to go to college and graduate with
an associate degree. She says that she is self-ambitious and always envisioned a better future for
herself. She spoke with excitement and her eyes lit up when describing how she felt as she
completed each semester. “I was so happy. It almost felt like Christmas.”
Advice for future students like me. As she reflected on her experiences at Midway,
Nueva-Yo offers future students advice that she would have liked to have had. Time was very
valuable for Nueva-Yo and as a student-mother, she feels that future students like her should take
advantage of each moment to read, study, and learn their college material. She also feels that
future students should seek out resources such as EOPS even if they believe they do not qualify.
Guerrera
When this study took place, Guerrera was a 32-year-old first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother and a DACA recipient. She was married and
had three children ages two, three, and thirteen. During her community college experience, she
cared for her children and home, and took classes at Midway Community College. She was
working towards an Associate Degree in Science and then plans to apply to Midway’s nursing
program. Afterwards she would like to begin working and then hopes to return to school to
obtain a bachelor's degree. Our interview took place via a telephone call.
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Individual textural description. Guerrera shared that when she was in high school, she
did not think that having an education was important. “During high school, I was young. I didn't
think of my grades. I wasn't pushed and I wasn't motivated to continue my education.” In fact, it
took her so long to return to school because she did not want to go back. She initially doubted
her abilities and thought that she was not smart enough to be in college. She would ask herself,
"Am I going to pass? Am I smart enough? Am I capable of even getting a good grade in this
class?"
As a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother, Guerrera
is extremely busy. Her days begin as soon as she wakes up, “I feed my children, I get one to
school right away and come back. Feed the other two. Throughout the day, I'm just cooking,
cleaning, and attending to their needs.” Before COVID-19, Guerrera’s oldest daughter was
involved in multiple extracurricular activities and needed rides four days a week to attend track
practice, volleyball practice, and church school. In order to adjust to her children’s schedules,
Guerrera enrolled in online courses and took a few classes on campus. She shared,
I would get the late ones and just go in and come back around 9:30, get my kids to bed.
And then from there on until 2:30 [or] 3:00 [a.m.] to study and do whatever I had to do
from school. So, I have no sleep.
When it came down to take care of her needs, Guerrera did this as soon as everyone else's needs
were met. This left her with little to no time to sleep and recuperate for the following day.
She also talked about being Latina and having many cultural expectations. “Latinas are
raised to do everything on their own. We have in our mindset that we have to cook [and] we
have to clean. So, there's too much expectation[s] that we have…”
She expressed that she did not understand her nontraditional peers and often wondered
why they were stressed when they did not have the same amount of responsibilities that she had.
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She told a few of her classmates, "You have more time to study. You have more time because
you don't have...children, you don't have things...to do around the house.”
Guerrera discussed numerous supports that she had during her community college
journey. She shared that her family, friends, and school provided support that have helped her
during her community college experiences. Many times, her husband helped by cooking dinner
when she was in class. “I [also] made a couple of friends throughout college that
were...going...for the same major as I am.” She also shared that she was in the EOPS program at
Midway, received support to pay for her textbooks, and saw her counselor three times a month.
On the other hand, she explained that her siblings did not provide support and viewed
education as something, “expensive and...not for us.” She added that they told her, “if we didn't
understand it in high school, we're not going to understand it now."
Guerrera wished that there was a support group at Midway with students who were just
like her. She also mentioned that she did not qualify for Midway’s daycare, and desired for the
daycare program to be open to all students even if she had to pay a reasonable rate. She stated
that even one hour of daycare would have helped her read a chapter or work on an assignment.
She felt that she also had challenges during her community college career. She described
being challenged with the English language, “We're raised between two languages. It was hard
that I [only] understand certain words.” Guerrera also said that being a mother is hard. “You
have to attend to [your children] first, before your own needs. So, our grades are not going to be
all-perfect. Our homework is not going to be turned in probably right away. It's...stressful.”
Guerrera shared that she used various strategies to help her succeed at Midway. These
strategies helped her cope when she was feeling down.
I started basically breathing…[and] writing and that helped me a lot. I started writing
like all my thoughts, everything that went through my mind. The pressure that I
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had…[was] mostly pressure that I gave myself that I wanted a path and I didn't see
myself failing a course because I didn't want to repeat it.
She adds that the reason she started writing was, “so I could understand that...it's okay if I fail, if
I have too much on my plate...it was just thoughts that I just wrote to myself.”
Guerrera also discussed using specific strategies to keep herself organized. “I have a
calendar, an actual paper calendar, and I write down my classes, my assignments, my...things
that are due.” She shared that she uses reminders on her phone and makes sure to have
everything ready because she is always “on the go.” As soon as she finishes a task, she crosses it
off her calendar and then moves onto the next one.
Guerrera stated that first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers are chasing their dreams. She compares chasing her dreams to fighting a battle. “We’re
battling through every day; we wake up and there's a battle that we have to complete. But we're
grinding, we're basically...thriving, trying to thrive...throughout the day.”
Initially, Guerrera believed that everyone was born with a mindset that only had the
capability of growing so much. “That's what my belief was before I even started my journey
in...college, I thought we were only fixed to a certain knowledge that we were able to learn.”
She has now come to realize that she has a growth mindset. Guerrera explained this by saying
that she never really liked math and always thought she was not good at it. “I didn't like
numbers, and that's it. But then, I started...learning it and learning it. And I liked it more, so
within the years, it just started to grow on me.” She shared that allowing herself to learn a
subject that she did not like before, gave her the ability to help her children with their homework.
This was usually a task that her husband took care of, but now she could do this too.
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Guerrera spoke about her children and said that they were her motivation to stay in
school. When thinking about her thirteen-year-old daughter she said, “I want to have that
knowledge to be able to show her the thing[s] that she doesn't understand, basically explain to
her the things that my parents couldn't understand...or explain to me while I was growing up.”
She also shared that she had doubts about being able to succeed in college. “I really
didn't think I would be able to hold on as long as I've been holding on.” She explained that when
she was in high school her grades were very different. Now she gets A’s and B’s and she always
strives to get the highest grades possible. She shares that she is very proud of her educational
accomplishments. “It's a big orgullo that I have in me that I'm very proud of that. And me
showing that to my children...that's why I continue to show them that you can, anything is
possible.”
Guerrera shared some advice for future students like her. She mentioned that future
students should avoid getting student loans. She discussed that students should look for
resources such as the EOPS and Mesa programs. She added that these programs could provide
students with financial support to help pay for books or materials.
Individual textural-structural description.
Responsibilities and time. Guerrera’s time always involves others and their needs. It
does not matter how much time she has, Guerrera always has a full schedule with tasks she must
do first for her family and then for herself. She shared, “So I think in general, as Latinas and
mothers...we have to adjust to them, to their schedule, and also to ours.” Her time must be
crafted to squeeze in everyone else’s agenda. A day does not exist for Guerrera as she works
into the following day to complete her daily tasks.
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Cultural and gendered expectations. Although she had help from her husband while she
was in school, she still felt that being Latina meant that she was responsible for upholding
specific cultural roles that are assigned to Latina mothers. She said that Latinas like her always
have the mentality that, “we have to cook, that we have to clean, that we have to basically wash
the clothes, get it, fold them, get everything done before we take care of our own needs.” This
was something that was highlighted throughout her interview in multiple instances.
Different than her traditional peers. Guerrera shared that nontraditional students see
things differently from their traditional peers. When speaking to her younger classmates, she
realized that they did not have goals and did not seem to worry about their education as much as
she did. “And this kids...well, most of the ones that I have spoken to, they don't know what they
want to be…I see it that we're different.” Guerrera has goals and knows what she wants for her
future. She is focused and does not have time to waste.
Supports, supporters, and lack of supports. Her husband, children, mom, friends, and
community college helped support Guerrera throughout her educational journey. When she was
ready to quit, her husband encouraged her to continue. The friends that she made at Midway
also provided support as they had similar study interests and provided motivation for Guerrera.
She was part of Midway’s EOPS program and worked with her counselor multiple times
throughout the semester to keep her on track with her educational goals. EOPS also gave her
monetary support to pay for her school materials. Instead of talking to her siblings about her
schooling, Guerrera chose not to speak to them about it, because they were not a source of
support. They would discourage her by saying, "Well, just quit, it's hurting your brain, just quit."
Guerrera felt that belonging to a support group with students like her, would have been
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beneficial. She also desired for Midway to provide affordable daycare opportunities to all
students.
Challenges and barriers. Guerrera’s language barrier affected her ability to understand
her professors. With time, this improved, but in her eyes, being a second language learner was a
hindrance throughout her education. Her busy days and late nights also affected her sleep. After
having her youngest child, she shared that she did not have postpartum depression, but believes
that it developed because she was “stressing…[herself] over stressing.”
Resilience and ganas. Guerrera describes herself as a person who has dreams. She
shares that each day is like a battle for her to reach those dreams. She stated, “That we wake up
with not knowing exactly if we're going to survive pretty much.” Although she described her
days as a battle, she is conquering each day and getting closer to reaching her goals.
Strategies for healing and success. There are various strategies that Guerrera uses to
help deal with her emotions, stress, and organization. Since she did not have support from her
siblings and no one else in her family had experienced college before, she had to figure out how
to manage her feelings. “So, the only thing I had to do is... just started writing and that helped
me a lot. And I [also] talked it over a lot with my husband.” The use of coping strategies helped
Guerrera deal with her emotions so that she could continue on her journey. Staying organized
also helped her keep on top of her children's various extracurricular activities as well as her own
schoolwork.
Growth mindset. Understanding math and changing her mindset about disliking it,
helped Guerrera realize that things may not be as hard as they first appear. “When I understood
it, that's when I was like, ‘Okay, well, let me learn more about it.’” After changing her initial
perspective, Guerrera opened up her mind to receive concepts that were once not allowed to
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enter. “And then all of a sudden, I just changed to the possibilities that, ‘Okay, well, I'm getting
it.’” Once she overcame, what she initially thought was difficult, her frame of mind changed and
she grew to enjoy math.
Children as motivation. Guerrera’s children are her motivation; they “push me to
continue my education.” When reflecting on her childhood, Guerrera recalls that her parents
were not able to help her with her homework as they only had a third-grade education. Now,
Guerrera looks at her oldest daughter and sees that she has a “bright light”, one that Guerrera
did not have as a child. Guerrera wants her daughter to continue having that “bright light.” The
thought of her children provide motivation for her to continue her education.
Un gran orgullo. As a first-generation college student, Guerrera strives to be a better
student than she was in the past. Each time she passed her college courses with A’s and B’s, she
was very proud of herself. “I was actually even speechless because I didn't believe that was
actually something, I was able to [do] or capable of earning.” After finishing at Midway
Community College, Guerrera wants to begin working and then hopes to later continue her
education and receive a bachelor’s degree.
Advice for future students like me. Guerrera feels that too many students are using
student loans to pay their tuition at Midway. She shared that she enrolled in EOPS and it helped
her with some of her college costs. She recommends that future students enroll in programs that
can aid students financially with their expenses.
Luchadora
When this study was conducted, Luchadora was a 29-year-old first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother who was born in Mexico. She had been in the
United States since she was three years old. She was single and had three children ages four,
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seven, and nine. During her community college experience, she worked, cared for her children
and home, and took classes at Midway Community College. At the time of this study, she was
close to receiving an Associate Degree in Psychology from Midway and then has plans to
transfer to a state university. Our interview took place via a telephone call.
Individual textural description. Luchadora shared that as a child it was difficult to see
her mother struggle to make ends meet. When her family first arrived in the United States, she
discussed that her mother, brother, and herself lived in a shelter. Since, Luchadora’s mother
could not afford daycare; she would take them to the fields and hide them while she worked.
Living through this and watching her mom struggle, made Luchadora realize the importance of
having an education. Luchadora completed her elementary, middle school, and high school
years in the states. She mentioned that when she finished high school, she left her home and
lived with friends while she tried to figure out how she would make it on her own. She shared,
“Unfortunately, I met the father of my kids. He...made it very hard for me to go to school,
because I did go to Midway in 2010.” Luchadora then became pregnant with her oldest child
and dropped out of college because her partner at the time was very unsupportive. He would say
things like, "What is the point of you going to school? Like, you're pregnant." These comments
discouraged Luchadora and she dropped out of Midway. She shared,
Then unfortunately, I ended up going through like a long time with him, I want to say
like six years of domestic abuse and then...I ended up having two more children. And,
then I just felt even more like, how am I going to get out of this.
She then became emotional and explained that now she is 29 years old and she is extremely
proud of herself for getting out of her abusive relationship and for returning to college. She
discussed what her typical day as a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mother looked like. She said it is very busy and stressful. As soon as she wakes up, she
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gets herself and her children ready, takes her two sons to school, and then drops her daughter off
at her children’s grandparents’ home. Luchadora shared that before COVID-19; she was
enrolled in face-to-face classes and worked on campus. She stated that she would then pick up
her children from their grandparent’s home after four o’clock every afternoon. After picking up
her children, Luchadora then headed home, made dinner, fed her children, bathed them, and got
everything ready for the following day. She shared,
It is hard...I don't get much sleep, because I have to make sure that, I take care of them
first, like their homework, making sure that they're fed and that they've taken a shower.
Not just that, but I also have to do laundry.
Luchadora also discussed that she is not able to get to her schoolwork until after her children are
asleep. “So, I'm up literally from ten o’clock to two or three in the morning doing my school
work. That's when I don't have them bothering like, ‘Mom! We need this. Mom, we're
hungry....’.”
When speaking about gendered expectations, Luchadora shared that she is criticized for
not doing things that moms are “supposed to do”. She shares that her ex partner’s parents always
tell her, "You're a mom. Moms are supposed to stay home and they're supposed to cook."
Luchadora explained, “Just because you're a female doesn't mean you can't be as successful, go
to school, get a degree, be a student and also be a mom.” She shared that sometimes her mom
also tells her what she should be doing as a female. Her mom says, "Oh you know, they're
missing out on their mom. You need to be more at home." Her mom further suggests that it may
be better to stop going to school so that Luchadora could be at home to clean her house more
often.
During her semester studies, Luchadora discussed having feelings of doubt and
nervousness whenever she missed an assignment or received a bad grade. She immediately
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assumed that she would not pass her classes and would tell herself, "I should just give up now.
I'm not going to make it. Like, I'm not smart enough for this.” Luchadora shared feeling
stressed out and anxious about not making it through the semester successfully. She stated
feeling guilty because,
Even my kids, they tell me, ‘Mom, you're yelling at us right now.’ I feel so bad because
it's like, oh my God, I shouldn't be taking out my frustration and like being loud with my
children just because I'm letting this get to me.
Luchadora shared that she has challenges with comprehending her college material. She
believes that this difficulty is due to English being her second language and says that she also has
a hard time expressing herself. She adds that sometimes she needs her professors to break things
down and explain them further.
She expressed having fears due to her immigration status. Although she has been in the
states for many years, she holds a Green Card and worries that she will get into trouble and will
be deported. She stated,
I'm afraid to do anything, because I know that there's a high chance that they can take that
from me. So, that's my one thing that I'm like, you remember you are not a citizen. Try
to do everything by the book.
When first starting at Midway, Luchadora thought that she would not qualify for
financial aid, receive state assistance, or be able to rent an apartment because she was a Green
Card holder.
Luchadora shared concerns about not knowing who would watch her children when she
went to school and work. She discussed that she could not rely on her children’s dad because he
was of no help. Whenever she asked her mom, she was also unable to assist. “I always have to
be worrying about who's going to take care of my kids.” This is a great concern for Luchadora
as she states, “I get scared sometimes, because...I don't know who I'm going to leave them with.
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And, I don't want to lose my job and I don't want to stop going to school...that's one of my main
barriers.”
Luchadora also shared that she has many financial barriers as a student-mother.
Although, she received financial support from Midway, Luchadora still had to pay for many
other things.
So, finding ways to get my materials for my classes [was a barrier]. And I always, no
matter what, if it wasn't, in a month, if it wasn’t the whole time I was at school...I always
had to deal with that of not being able to pay for something. If it wasn't for my rent, it
was for my car. If it wasn't for my car, it was gas.
Living on her own, supporting and caring for her children, and being a single mother has been
difficult for Luchadora. She shared, “there are times when I didn't have money to pay rent,
times when I didn't have enough food to feed myself or my children and how no matter what, I
always found a way around it.” She explained that she did whatever she had to do to survive.
Even if I have to pick up cans and sell them, or even sell my own stuff online just to get
money, like that's how I see that I strived to do anything that was possible just to...pay my
rent, [and] pay my bills.
She discussed that there was also no reason for her not to get to school. She shared that her car
would break down and that would not be a reason to miss school.
There's no excuse. There's a bus, take a bus. If there was no bus at the time that I
needed, [then I would] walk…., there is no excuses whatsoever. There's always
something to fall back on like with a car and bus.
She would tell herself, "You are not in a wheelchair. Be blessed that God gave you legs so you
can walk." Luchadora discussed that she would not let any obstacle get in her way, no matter
how stressed out she was about it, she would cry it out, get over it, and then get right back up.
When reflecting upon her mindset, she believes that her mindset is in the middle. “My
mindset...honestly it's a little iffy. Like, right now, knowing that I'm so close, my mindset is just,
wow, you're there. To me, I reached my goal, even though obviously I haven't gotten my
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bachelors.” Although she does set goals and works hard to achieve them, Luchadora shares that
she also has plenty of self-doubt in her abilities to succeed. At one point in her community
college career, she got so down on herself that she became suicidal. When describing her
mindset, she stated,
It's like good and bad. For the bad side, I want to say when I tell myself, as stubborn as I
am, ‘You're going to succeed’ there's still that backend where, I don't know, like I feel
sad and I feel like no matter what, I'm probably not even going to get to my goals.
Luchadora further shared that no matter how much she motivates herself; there are moments
when she feels that she will probably not amount to anything. She stated, “I think it has a lot to
do with not having a support group. I wish I had maybe like tias or you know tios to be like
‘mija, we’re so proud of you’.” She explains that she feels that she has more of a growth
mindset than a fixed mindset.
When describing herself, Luchadora laughed and said that she is stubborn. She shared
that when she sets her mind on something, no matter how difficult, her stubborn self keeps her
moving towards her goals. Although she has feelings of doubt, she tells herself, “And, if you
have to take more than four classes a semester, you're going to do it because you are trying to
reach for what you want.”
She also shared that she has a vision book full of images with things that she hopes to
have in the future. “I...have pictures of what I want, meaning like the house that I want to get my
children. The house that I've always dreamt of since I was little.” She shares that these visuals
help remind her of the many goals that she has set for herself. Luchadora mentioned that she
strives to be better and does not want to become another statistic. She thinks about her mom and
her aunts who never got a higher education but always wished they would have. Luchadora
reflected on this and said that this is the reason why she strives to keep moving forward.
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During her community college experience, Luchadora described the support she received
from Midway. She shared that many times her journey was very difficult due to financial
hardships. She was grateful for the support she received from Midway’s CalWORKs program.
Luchadora shared that CalWORKs helped pay for her materials and books. This program
provided her with book vouchers and monthly points that she used for materials such as
notebooks, pens, pencils, and markers. She shared, “That's a humongous help to make me
continue my success in school, because the books are expensive.” Luchadora discussed that her
ex partner’s aunt was also a source of support for her. She shared that she would give her porras
and told her that she was proud of her. This particular person tells Luchadora that she is a role
model and acknowledges that she will be successful. Luchadora said, “She just made me feel so
good of my decision to go back to school.”
Luchadora recalled the support that she received from her boss at Midway. She shared
that while she was working on campus, she became very depressed. Her boss noticed this and
helped her get counseling support. She shared, “I was amazed at how my boss...was really
worried and she got me in with a counselor to speak about my feelings and knowing that they
showed that they cared.”
She spoke about the lack of support that she has from her family. She shared that this
hurts her the most. “I don't have actual mom, dad, or like tios, grandparents, [or] anybody to be
like, ‘We're just so proud of you mija’.”
She further shared that everything she does is for her children. She wants to be a role
model and show them that anything is possible. She said,
I feel like I'm being a role model to my children more than anything. I think after them
having to deal with watching their dad be physically abusive to me, but it's like my oldest
son, my nine-year-old, having to hear from him more than anything how, ‘Mom, I'm
proud of you. Like, mom, you're always tired. I know you're going to school for us, but
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I'm so proud of you,’ that just makes me then like, I'm not going to give up. It just makes
me so proud to be a mom and knowing that I'm showing them that being successful and
going to school is the way to be.
She shared that she wants to instill in her children that anything is possible. “I want them to
know that they are capable of doing whatever they want.” Luchadora then became emotional
and shared that her children were almost taken away from her when she was receiving therapy at
the Women’s Center due to being a victim of domestic violence. While reflecting back on this
difficult time in her life, she shared,
So...that's my one thing stuck in my head where no matter what, I have to do what I have
to do, so they don't take my babies away from me. That's the one thing that keeps me
motivated to strive myself and be successful [and] reach my goals. They are my number
one focus.
She stated that no matter what it takes she would “Seguirle con mis ganas.”
Luchadora uses positive self-talk to get past her insecurities about being able to express
herself correctly. “I try to just make myself like, you are smart. You could be successful. You
could use your vocabulary correctly.” She discussed that she does everything she can to not let
her insecurities take over when she is speaking. She tells herself, “Like, you can get there. It's
just the practice [and] putting [in] the effort.”
When speaking about her accomplishments she became emotional. She shared that she
was always put down by her ex-partner and went through difficult times dealing with domestic
violence, depression, self-doubt, and a lack of support from her family. Yet, she said,
It makes me feel so proud of myself knowing that I came from a different country and I'm
making the best of it and being like I'm almost there. I'm about to transfer, hopefully, by
fall. But just knowing that I'm this old, and I'm actually succeeding and I'm graduating, it
just makes me feel so proud of myself.
Luchadora shared some advice for future students like herself. She discussed that
students should reach out for help, learn about college resources, and join a support group.
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Luchadora wishes that she had done these things. She shared, “I didn't even know that
there are so many programs to help you…” She discussed that it is important to speak up, and
ask for help. She also said that students should try to make friends or find a support group.
Sometimes you feel like you're so lost, and then when you actually talk to
someone and then you kind of come to find like, hey, they're either going through
something the same that you're going through or they've been through something and
they can actually help.
She also shared that mothers should feel okay when they need to take time for themselves. “And
I think that's important...there's nothing wrong with you saying, ‘I need some time away from my
kids.’”
Individual textural-structural description.
Responsibilities and time. As a single mother, Luchadora must take care of everything
on her own. Her time is governed by her children’s daily schedule and by everything that needs
to be done in order to financially support her family. Her children's needs are top priority.
Luchadora’s time must include motherly responsibilities and work to bring home income to help
support her family. Her time also includes college and a career pathway “because, obviously
[with] a career, you have more stability than when you're only...an essential worker...”
Luchadora shares that being a student-mother is difficult. She gets very little sleep and must
complete her chores and school responsibilities late at night and early into the next morning. She
also feels that going to school sacrifices her time as a mother. She tells her children, “It's like all
of this is for you guys to have stability and to finally have...my career, now I can have that mom
and son/daughter time with you guys..."
Gendered expectations. Luchadora did not personally feel that there were gendered
expectations that she had to follow because she is female. On the other hand, her children’s
grandparents and her mom sometimes criticized her and expected her to do certain things
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because she is female and a mom. She shared that when her children’s grandparents or her mom
call to see how her children are doing, they immediately criticize her by saying that she is
missing time with her children, should stay home, and that Happy Meals are not a healthy
nourishment for her children.
Self-doubt and stress. Luchadora explained that she stresses out during the semester and
has multiple feelings of self-doubt. She shares, “It's every semester, and I hate it, because I can
tell that it kind of ruins my mentality. Because I...get stressed out, I get anxiety, I don't focus.”
She questions if she will pass her classes and even raises her voice at her children when she is
stressed out.
Challenges, barriers, and fears. There are numerous challenges, barriers, and fears that
Luchadora detailed as a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmother. She shared that she has difficulty with comprehension possibly due to language. She
feels as if her professors judge her abilities and question why she is there. “Like, because
sometimes I get that vibe from my professors, the ones that I have talked to. And, I just feel like
they're kind of like, ‘Oh, why are you here if like, you don't comprehend?’.” She feels that they
treat her differently because she is an immigrant. She also shared fears due to her immigration
status and worries about being deported for doing something wrong. Luchadora knows that
getting an education is important for herself and her family, but she also worries about who will
help watch her children while she goes to school and works. Her financial situation is also a
preoccupation of hers as there are some days when she has difficulty providing for her family
and paying her bills.
Resilience and ganas. Luchadora has been through a lot in her 29 years of life; she has
been homeless, was in a domestic abuse relationship, almost lost her children, and has had

103
financial hardships. Yet, despite of this, she has overcome these challenges to reach the point of
almost transferring to a state college. She was always resilient and told herself, “You cry it out,
but you're going to do it.”
Growth mindset. At times Luchadora felt divided in her mindset. Although she has
accomplished so much, she sometimes felt that she had a fixed mindset. Yet, when she shared
numerous examples of her experiences, those clearly demonstrated a growth mindset. She also
stated that when she focuses on something, she works hard until she accomplishes it. Luchadora
visualizes the things that she wants to have. She compares these desires to what she used to have
and says, “when they were babies, this is where we lived. I would look at them and I'm like,
‘That's not what I want for the rest of our lives. This is what I want, a house’." Luchadora
strives for more and for everything that she did not have as a child.
Supports, supporters, and lack of supports. As a single mother, Luchadora’s finances
are always tight. She received financial support from CalWORKs at Midway which helped pay
for her textbooks and materials. This was a great help to Luchadora. She also received
emotional support from her ex partner’s aunt who praised her and made her feel like going to
school was the right choice. While working at Midway, Luchadora received support from her
boss who helped her get in touch with a counselor when she was going through depression.
Although Luchadora had some support systems, she really wished that she had support from her
family. She shared that her mom was not loving, and never said, ‘Aye mijita, I'm so proud of
you’. She explains that she did not have a support group rooting her on as she completed each
step towards her goals.
Role model. Luchadora shared that she has the opportunity to obtain a free education in
the United State and she is going to take advantage of that. She views education as something
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that can empower her. An education will give her the ability to get a career, to have a stable job,
and to create a better life for her children. She sees herself as a role model for her children, she
wants them to understand that they are capable of doing anything. She explained that if she
could get “... out of a domestic violence relationship...[get] out of being homeless…[get] out of
going...through all of this pain and heartache and not having money...” then anything is possible.
Luchadora also sees herself as a role model for the Latinx community. She wants to set an
example for them and show people that if she can do it, they can too.
Strategy for healing and success. Luchadora feels insecure in her language expression
abilities. She is self-conscious when she speaks and worries that she will not say things
correctly. She uses positive self-talk to motivate and reassure herself that she can do it.
I did it. When discussing how far she has come in her community college journey,
Luchadora became emotional. She reflected upon her 18-year-old self who surfed couches, her
domestically abused self, her depressed self, and her independent empowered self. She takes
pride in the space that she has created for herself as a woman, a mother, and a student. She
shared, “...I can't even explain to you how proud I am of myself...I just started Midway and I'm
already going to be done. I'm just amazed with myself.” Luchadora shared that she is proud of
her accomplishments and of being Latina. She will soon be transferring to a state university and
will be working towards a bachelor's degree.
Advice for future students like me. Luchadora offers future students like herself the
advice that she wishes she had when she began her community college journey. She shared that
she did not know about the many resources on campus when she first began at Midway. She
feels that students will be successful if they speak up and seek out resources; this is something
that she did not do. She also feels that support groups are vital to the success of students. She
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did not have a support group while at Midway and wishes she would have had one. She believes
that making friends or having a group of people to talk to who are like you can help students
when navigating their community college.
Fuerza
At the time of this study, Fuerza was a 41-year-old first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mother. She studied in her home country of El Salvador and in 2003
received a Bachelor’s Degree in Anesthesiology. She worked as an anesthesiologist for 10 years
in an emergency room in El Salvador. Fuerza then immigrated to the United States and has been
here for the past seven years. When she first arrived, she did not know any English and enrolled
in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. She studied English for six years and then
enrolled at Midway Community College. During her participation in this study, she was close to
receiving her Associate Degree in Psychiatric Technology. She plans to become a nurse and was
working towards this goal. Fuerza was married and had three children ages two, seven, and
eleven. During her community college experience, she worked until the COVID-19 pandemic
closed down her place of employment. During her studies, she also cared for her children, home,
and took classes at Midway Community College. Our interview took place via Zoom.
Individual textural description. Fuerza shared that her parents always encouraged her
and her siblings to prosper in life. “My parents, every time they say, ‘You have to do better, you
have to do better than us’.” In her home country of El Salvador, Fuerza attended a university
and became a professional anesthesiologist. She describes that she has now been in the United
States for seven years and wants to become a professional here too. She explained, “I want to
continue because...I want to do better in life, to get my degree, [and] to work better.” She also
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shared that she has always loved to learn about anything and everything. “I want to learn more, I
want to learn about everything, not only in the health field.”
She talked about returning to college with children. She stated, it is “a big package to go
to the university and to stay with my kids too in my home.” She mentioned that when she was a
university student in El Salvador, she was not married and did not have any children. “I had all
the time for me, for my studies, for my goals, for everything that I want to do. Now, it's
completely different.” Fuerza shared that she does as much as she can before her children wake
up each morning. “When I wake up, I try to take a shower before my kids wake up because, if I
don't take the shower at that time, I can't take the shower during the day.” As soon as her three
children wake up, she makes them breakfast and does household chores such as cleaning and
washing clothes. She discussed how hard it is to concentrate on her homework after her children
awaken. “Sometimes it's difficult for me because they are running around. They play, they yell,
they watch TV.”
Soon after, Fuerza shares that it is lunch and she must prepare this meal and then clean
up afterwards. After lunch, she tries to concentrate on her homework. When her husband
arrives at around three o’clock, Fuerza is able to do things that she could not get done when
caring for her children. She states, “If I need to go to the store for food, I...go to the store and
come back and try again to concentrate on my homework…” By this time, it is six o’clock and
Fuerza shares, "Oh wow...I need to make the dinner again." She discusses the importance of
sitting together to eat as a family, when possible. After dinner, Fuerza cleans up and shares that
she is tired but still has to finish her homework and turn it in by midnight. She explains, "Oh my
god. It's really stressful. I have every day, I go to the bed between 12:00 and 1:00 in the
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morning.” She adds that she tries to finish her homework but sometimes ends up running out of
time.
Fuerza explained that she does not feel any type of gendered expectations in regards to
her community college experiences. “I think I don't feel a difference between the female and
male. I think it's the same in the classroom with the classmates, [and] with the professors. I
don't feel different. I feel that they help everybody the same.” In terms of cultural expectations,
she discussed that in her country it is customary to eat three times a day. She explains that these
meals are normally full dish meals, which include a main course and side dishes. She further
stated that throughout the day, it is also a cultural custom to eat two or three snacks. She said, “I
do the same with my kids…[but] sometimes I only make breakfast and...lunch-dinner, you know
only two times.” When she does this, Fuerza says that her children point it out and say, “We no
eat lunch, mommy, only breakfast and dinner." Fuerza laughs and asks her children if they are
hungry and they say they are not. Fuerza shares that they are just accustomed to having three
meals and multiple snacks throughout the day.
When she arrived to the United States seven years ago, Fuerza had no knowledge of the
English language. She enrolled in ESL classes and studied English for six years. Although she
has been studying English for many years, she is just starting to become comfortable using the
language. She shared,
When I have to speak, when I have to work in English, it's difficult. It's really difficult
for me. And I am slow when I try, when I read. I think I'm a little slower than other
people. And, I think my fear is that people no understand when I speak because, I speak
not very good in English.
She further discussed feeling good at Midway in exception for the way she felt in one specific
class with a particular professor. She explained that she can understand and read English very
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well, but is self-conscious when speaking. She shared that she would become very nervous
when she was asked a question in front of this professor’s particular class. She always knew
what she wanted to say, but did not feel confident saying it. This specific professor said to her,
"I don't know [why] you are here." The professor also recommended that Fuerza enroll in ESL
classes. Fuerza shared that she had sufficient reading and writing scores to be enrolled in that
class. She also stated that she did not pass that class and she felt bad, but she never gave up. She
said, "I have to continue, I have to continue." Fuerza shared having a similar experience when
trying to receive tutoring services at Midway. She recalls one tutor telling her that he did not
know why she was there if she did not speak English well. When she would ask him something,
he would tell her that she should already know the answer. Fuerza shared, “And it was [a] very
difficult time and I feel really bad when he said that.”
Fuerza is fearful that her patients will not be able to understand her English when she
becomes ready to do her clinical practice in a hospital. She hopes to practice speaking more and
wants to spend extra time in the hospital to become successful with this. Fuerza also worries
that she will not be able to find someone to care for her children while she does her clinical
practice. She does not have any family near and has asked someone from her church in hopes
that they will be able to help. Yet, she does not want to expose her children to COVID-19 if she
has them go to a babysitter.
Fuerza receives support from her family, friends, church, and community college. She
discussed that her husband has always been supportive of her decision to go to school. He says
to her, "Go. Do it, do it. You can do it. You can do it.” He also supports Fuerza by watching
the children so that she can do her homework. Fuerza feels content with his support and says,
“When he is here, he is here, [and] I feel more comfortable.”
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She also shared that her nurse friends provide her with motivation and support. One of
these friends studied in El Salvador with Fuerza. He motivates Fuerza, offers to buy her books,
and provides his peer editing support. She also spoke of another nurse friend who helped her by
buying her books and other things that she needed for her college program. Fuerza shared, “I
feel like if they can do it, I can do it." She expressed that she has many people in her life that
have helped her achieve her goals. Fuerza attends church services and says that going to church
also helps her feel at peace with life.
As a Latina, Fuerza feels supported by her community college. She does not feel a
difference in the way she is treated. She shared that when she has needs, she is easily able to
find people that want to help her. “I find people to help me for my classes, my counselors, for
the program[s] I have... they are very kind with me. I feel good in the college.” Fuerza shared
that her counselor motivated her to continue. Financial aid and EOPS also helped her pay for her
college expenses. Although she had these supports, Fuerza said she would have liked to have
been part of a support group where the focus was to speak English, so that she could practice
more. She also discussed that she would have appreciated knowing what support services or
resources were available to students like her. She shared that she learned about services from a
friend after she had already been at Midway for quite some time.
Fuerza described the experience of being a nontraditional student, as “crazy.” She says
to herself, “I don't know why I do this and I want to do it...because there's a lot of stress, it’s a
lot.” She adds that each semester is stressful and she wonders if she will pass her classes. When
the semester is complete and she has passed with an A or B she says, “Oh my god, thank you. I
don't know how I do it, but I do it. It's nice, I feel really happy with that.”
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She discusses wanting her kids to do well in school and needing to be available for them.
Yet at the same time, she shares the need to do her own schoolwork. “I have to take my time to
study. I can't concentrate. It's crazy, it's crazy.” Fuerza tries to balance school and time with
her children, but she says, “I try to do both together because I feel guilty, if I'm no stay with
they.” She attempts to do her work in the living room so that she is near her children. She
shared, “And this is difficult… [it is hard to concentrate], but I have to do it.”
Fuerza adds that she has many friends, but does not have time for a social life and
because of this she feels bad. She shares that she never has time for herself and now due to the
pandemic, everything has become much more difficult. Before the pandemic Fuerza said that,
her children went to school and she was able to focus on her studies. “I [used to] go to the
library. I have time for reading...but now, it's different.” She worries about exposing her
children to COVID-19 by taking them to the babysitter, so she would rather keep them at home
with her.
She shared that she has strength and wants to graduate. She started ESL classes six years
ago and she still feels the need to continue with her education. Many of her friends question her
choice to study and ask when she will be graduating. Although she is almost done with one
associate degree she says, "I don't know why, but I have a strong feeling that I want to continue.
I don't know, I think it is my personality, I think I [was] born with that kind of thing.” She
knows that her road to becoming a nurse will take a while, but she says, "Yes, I can do it."
Fuerza discusses having a growth mindset. She feels that she has grown in how she
views studying in the United States. She shared that she has also seen growth in her willingness
to use English. In the past, she used to ask, "Do you have this in Spanish?", "Tienes, esto en
Español?” She also used to have a translator help her communicate with the doctor and her
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children’s teachers. She feels that she has grown in this area and is now comfortable enough to
fill out forms in English and to speak with doctors and teachers on her own.
She shared that sometimes her personal problems get in the way and cause her to
question how she will get it all done. She expressed that when she feels this way, she relaxes her
mind and tells herself, “No, I want to continue. No matter what kind of problems I have around
me, I want to continue and finish.”
In order to stay on track, Fuerza shared that she uses a planner. In her planner, she writes
down her goals for the week. She shared,
I try to have a time for...my homeworks and everything that I need. No every time I can
follow my planner. Some things, te impiden, that I follow my planner but I try to
follow...to do it. I put my priority in that.
She also discussed that she had to learn to say no. “I no go to the parties; I no go out a lot of
times. I say, No.” She shares that she does not like to say no, but this is something that she has
to do.
Fuerza discusses that having an education is a great way to improve one’s life. She
shared that it is through education that one can make a difference in their own life and in that of
their family. “You can help others with what you do after college. Never stop learning, never
give up, never say, ‘No, I can't, I can’t do this one or that one’.” She believes that everything is
possible and positive thoughts can help make things come to fruition.
Individual textural-structural description.
Responsibilities and time. As a student-mother in the United States, Fuerza has realized
that going back to school after having children is a huge undertaking. It is difficult for Fuerza to
complete her assignments and other responsibilities when everyone else’s collective time takes
over her days. When talking about all that she has to do in her day, Fuerza shared, “It's really
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stressful.” She tries to take advantage of the quiet time she has before her children awaken and
after they go to sleep, but sometimes this is not enough for her to complete her schoolwork.
Expectations. Fuerza does not feel that she has cultural or gendered expectations at
school or at home. She receives support from her husband who pushes her towards reaching her
educational goals. Some cultural traditions that she continues to uphold in the states are to cook
a full meal for her family and to care for her home. Fuerza describes these as traditions that she
brought from El Salvador and not as laborious duties.
She has expectations of herself. She wants to recreate a space of her own where she
becomes a professional just as she had once been in El Salvador. She shares, “I want to feel
again like that. In my country, I feel that I am proud mother, I am proud woman. And I want to
feel like that here.”
Challenges, barriers, and fears. The English language has been a barrier for Fuerza
since her arrival to the United States. Although she is motivated to learn and has goals to
become a nurse, her English has always held her back. She shared that she can read and
understand the language but does not feel confident when speaking it. Her self-esteem in regards
to her language skills became more crushed when a college professor and tutor questioned why
she was in college. Fuerza fears that her English will be a barrier when she begins doing her
clinical hours with patients. She also worries about daycare during the COVID-19 pandemic and
wonders how she will do her clinical hours if she fears for her children's health and is not
comfortable leaving them elsewhere.
Supports and supporters. Fuerza feels supported by those around her. She does not
have family close by, but does have her husband’s unconditional support. He provides
motivation and helps with the children. She shared that friends who are nurses also provided
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mentorship through their motivation, guidance and monetary support. Fuerza mentioned
receiving financial aid and support from EOPS while at Midway. She also stated that having a
counselor and help from her college’s ESL program coordinator has aided her throughout her
community college journey. Fuerza believes that she needed more support from Midway in
order to become successful. She desires possibly forming part of a group to practice her English
and having the ability to learn about all the resources available to support her journey.
Balance. In terms of balancing her multiple roles of being a mother, wife, student, and
parent, Fuerza has many concerns. She discussed the desire to have her children be successful in
school and the desire for herself to be successful. She shared that she carries feelings of guilt
because she is going to school, so she tries to do her schoolwork in the presence of her children.
Yet, she has difficulty concentrating when they are around. Fuerza discussed missing her
friends, but knows that at this moment, her studies are more important.
Resilience and ganas. Fuerza described herself as having strength. From the moment
she arrived in the states, she has been pushing through to continue learning despite any obstacles.
She shares that she is determined to reach her educational goals and adds that she never gives up,
"I want to continue, I persist.”
Growth mindset. When discussing mindset, Fuerza shared having a growth mindset.
Although she felt disappointed when a professor and a tutor treated her badly, she now feels
comfortable and completed our interview confidently in English (with a little Spanish sprinkled
in here and there).
Strategies for healing and success. Having a positive mindset helps Fuerza de-stress.
At the first sign of stress she relaxes her mind and uses positive self-talk. She places focus on
her goals and tells herself that she must continue. She also organizes herself by planning her
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week in her physical planner. She is goal-oriented, prioritizes her responsibilities, and says “no”
to things that will take her away from her studies.
Advice for future students like me. Fuerza feels that education is the key to success.
She shares that future students should never stop learning and should keep going no matter what.
“My advice...is that...if...there is a problem that they have, they can put all of the efforts to do it
and for shape this world.”
Determinada
At the time of this study, Determinada was a 37-year-old first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother who was born in Guatemala. Before
immigrating to the United States, she studied law at the university level for one year and then
studied graphic design for four years. She immigrated to the United States when she was 25
years old, two years before she would complete her graphic design degree in her home country.
When this study was completed, Determinada was married and had two children ages two and
eight. She was not employed and cared for her children and her home. At the time of this study,
she was working towards an Associate Degree in Business Administration and Information. Our
interview took place via Zoom.
Individual textural description. Determinada shared that her parents always believed
that having an education and learning English was important as they had dreams of one-day
immigrating to the United States. While she was in Guatemala, Determinada graduated from
high school, began attending the university and worked in an office as a secretary where she was
responsible for overseeing her department. When she left Guatemala and arrived in the United
States at the age of 25, she was shocked. Her four years of college courses and career as a
secretary were not validated in the states. Her life was turned upside down. The only type of job
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that she could get was at a fast-food restaurant. She shared that at one specific job, she had a
terrible boss and difficult hours. This made it hard for Determinada to go to school. She
explained, “So I spent five years until I knew the process, knew the country, the culture, a little
bit more English, and how to manage all these little things around me. Plus, the kids and my
marriage, that is extra.”
She shared that it was very difficult for her to come to the states as an adult. She
discussed feeling as if she had to start her whole life over, “All your life over there and start here,
no friends, no family, no language. Because as much as you could study too much English, but
it's not going to be the same living here.” Although it seemed difficult, Determinada was raised
to work hard and pursue her dreams. She shared,
My mother is...very active, and says things like, ‘You can do it, you can do it’. I was
raised like that too. I'm not going to be in the house. It's not me and that's what...I have
been fighting with all these obstacles and it is really hard.
Determinada then decided to go to school to get her ESL diploma and within a year and a half,
she did. She shared that her next thoughts were, “Okay, what is next?”
As a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother, her days
seem never ending. When beginning to describe what her days were like after COVID-19,
Determinada sighed and shared that she has two children; a two-year-old son and an eight-yearold daughter. She says that she has difficulty with her son when feeding him and getting him to
sleep. She explained that her son wakes up in the middle of the night and she has difficulty
putting him back to bed. When he finally goes back to sleep, she shared that it is hard for her to
go back to sleep. Therefore, Determinada uses this time to do her homework. After about four
hours and if her children are still asleep, she will take a nap until they awaken. As soon as her
children wake up, she prepares breakfast and feeds them. She shared, “Again my son is kind of
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difficult. I spend an hour and a half feeding him and my daughter too, but she's easier.” By this
time, it is noon and Determinada cleans up the kitchen and completes things that need to be done
around her home.
She then explained that she tries to manage her time and splits it amongst her homework,
housework, and children. “And at 3:00 or 4:00 [pm] I have to go back to the kitchen and prepare
something to eat, again. And the time is always running.” Afterwards, she helps her daughter
with her homework and once again tries to spend time with her children. Determinada describes
herself as an active person. She shared that she also makes sure to take time for herself to
exercise. “Meanwhile, they're spending time in the backyard; I'm doing my exercise too. And at
the same thing trying to combine my time with their time.” Then it is about six o’clock and it is
time for Determinada to prepare dinner. After dinner, Determinada’s children take a shower and
her husband watches the children for a couple of hours while Determinada tries to do homework.
By ten o’clock, Determinada shared that her family goes to sleep. Before COVID-19,
Determinada’s day was similar. The only difference was that she had to take her daughter to
school and pick her up after school. Since she had no one to take care of her children during the
day, Determinada took online and evening face-to-face classes three days a week. After
COVID-19, all of her classes transitioned to an online format.
When discussing what it is like to be a nontraditional student, Determinada began her
answer by letting out a deep sigh. She shared,
It's kind of hard for me because I came back to school after 10 years and everything is
updating: computer programs, the class, the language, and the pathway. The way this
country manage[s] the studies program, the education: it's hard for me, not just because
I'm [a] mother [it’s] because I'm not 20 years old, I'm 37. The language is hard and now
everything is online.
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She added that it was difficult for her to make friends as an older student and as a Latina. She
shared that everyone was young and always expected her to speak fluent English. She said,
At first sight, everybody...expect[s] you speak very well the English, but when they hear
you, it's like, probably they think that they have to put some extra work to understand
what you're talking about. So, it's kind of hard. It's difficult to make...friends around the
environment. And also, when you try to get information from all office[s] or other
people it's like...they can help you, but they are not available to do something more than
that. If you ask for help, okay, they answer and that's all, they are not...friendly like Latin
people are. I don't know if that is my culture, or my language, or my accent, or my age
probably.
Determinada shared that she has always had people close to her ask why she was going back to
school. They would say things like, “You are a mother, they need you. You have to be home
because you are a woman," or, "You have a husband you don't need…[to] work or you don't
need [to] study because what do you want to do?" She also discussed that when she first wanted
to go back to school, her husband did not approve of this choice. As she continued to speak, she
became emotional and her voice began to crack, “And at the beginning, it was really, really hard
because he started telling me, ‘Why you want to go back to school? You don't need it. I'm
working. You have to take care of kids’.” She further shared that in her culture, women do not
have the same opportunities as men. Therefore, she said that she feels strong as a Latina who is
“doing something in this country”. She shares that she wants to keep on going until she reaches
her educational goals.
Determinada discussed being disadvantaged in many ways. She first shared that she
feels disadvantaged because she was not born in the states. “So, when I start[ed] study[ing], at
the beginning I felt like, ‘Oh my God, [it] could be better if I [was] born here or came [here]
older’, you know because coming here at the middle of my life… [is] hard.” She shared feeling
disadvantaged when she first arrived because she felt different and knew that everyone else could
see that difference.
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She also mentioned feeling frustrated at times because she is a woman with a biological
clock. She shares that women have this clock in their bodies and at the same time, many want to
further their education to become professionals. Yet, she discusses that all of these things seem
to happen at the same time. When she moved to the states, Determinada experienced this when
she was bombarded with everyone asking when she was going to have children.
And I'm like, ‘Oh my God.’ And I want to keep going in the school and education, but I
have to have kids. So, the pressure, the social pressure is...it's kind of unfair for a woman
because...you have to think how [to] manage because it is hard, especially if you don’t
have family around or your husband can't help you as much as you would like.
Determinada shared that she had a lack of financial and emotional support from her
husband during her community college studies. She discussed that he was an alcoholic and has
only been sober for a few months from the time of this study. She mentioned that his addiction
made their marriage very difficult. “Even now, he doesn't ask me about how my classes are,
how was my school, which one is my score, or how much I'm doing. And, he doesn't care.”
Determinada also shared that she has no one to help watch her children. Her mother lives nearly
300 miles away. She has friends, but they have their own families and she does not feel
comfortable asking them to watch her children. “No, I don't have nobody, nobody. It is hard.”
Determinada does not work and does not have the financial capability to pay for daycare. She
shared, “Being home, taking care of my kid[s] by myself is difficult.”
She also identified her English language skills and her lack of updated technology skills
as challenges.
I have to update myself as soon as possible in everything that I do because I'm in
competition with people who is young. How you say it, like 20, 25 years old, they are in
technology. I have to update myself like that. That is a challenge.
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Determinada shared that she sometimes feels challenged because she wants to do something for
herself. Yet, she feels guilty for taking time from her children to go to school. “Sometimes I am
feeling that I fail in some ways of being a mother, but I also want something for me.”
She further describes herself as someone who does not give up. “I like challenge even
if...I could feel...insecure but just that feeling, [it’s] going to make me think...let me try because it
can't be [im]possible… [just because I am] a woman.” Determinada shared that she gave birth to
her youngest child a few days after her ESL classes had begun a few years back. She then
became emotional and shared the thoughts that ran through her mind during that time.
If I stop right now, [it] will be hard for me go back again, because [of] my husband. I've
worked with him a lot with the schedule to let me go to school and now I'm going to stop
going because the baby, [it] will be hard for me [to] go back again. I don't want to miss
it. I don't want to miss my time again.
Determinada discussed that she returned to school 20 days after her C-Section delivery. She
mentioned that it was difficult for her to get around as she was in a lot of pain, but she knew that
she could not quit. She shared that she emailed her teachers to explain her situation. She told
them, “But I want to continue. I don't want to stop.” She shared that her husband did not make
it easier for her. He would arrive home late from work, which then made Determinada late to
her classes. All of these things made Determinada feel frustrated, she would tell herself, “I can't.
I can't stop. I can't give up. I have to do something.”
She adds that she feels that she can do anything. She shared, “If I'm doing it with kids,
with people who is not supporting me, how much can do a woman who has support around her
or if she doesn't have kids, how much she can do?” Determinada is her own motivation and
feels satisfied because she knows that she is capable of reaching her current and future goals.
She explained that her ganas have pushed her to demonstrate to herself that she is capable of
anything. She shared, “I can do it and I'm going to do it. And finally, to say [to myself], I did it."
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Determinada shared that the only support she has within her family is from her mother.
Her mother provides her with emotional support and motivation. She tells her that she can do it
and supports her decisions to continue with her education. Determinada also talked about the
financial support she received from Midway. “Thanks God, I have the economic support
because they are giving me financial aid, which is good.” Determinada mentioned that
Midway’s financial support helped her purchase a computer, books, gas, and personal items for
her children and herself. Without this money, she would not have been able to attend college.
She shared that she also had the support of Midway’s ESL program coordinator, school
counselors, teachers, and tutors.
While at Midway, Determinada joined a women’s group. She shared that this club has
helped her in numerous ways. It has provided her a support group with women who are just like
her, it has given her experience, and she feels that through this group she can help others who are
also trying to reach their goals. Lastly, she shared, “I don't have support from my
culture...because I'm not around my people, which is sad, but it's the reality.”
Determinada discussed her current goal of receiving an Associate Degree in Business
Administration and Information. She shared that she is already looking towards the future and
wants to continue her education at a four-year university. “If I'm getting my degree with kids
which are little, how much I'm going to do when they grow up a little bit more? And they will
need you less. So, I'm going to have more time for me.”
She shared that her children provide her the strength to keep going. She feels that it is
her responsibility to show them the way to success. “I want to be an example for my kids...and if
I'm going to do something, I want to have something to tell them, ‘If I did it, you can do it too’.”
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Determinada shared her strategies for success. She discussed that she enjoys learning.
She shared that she believes that knowledge is power and she is willing to learn about anything
and everything. She mentioned that she learns by observing. She shared, “I always try to learn
from other people's experience[s].” She also likes to listen and watch shows that help her
improve her skills.
I... take advantage because I like to see shows. Just because I liked it, but also because I
can learn English. So, in my house, I watch...English TV shows because I want to
improve my English. So that is the one of my tools, especially right now with the
[COVID-19] virus. I can practice, but I [am] still learning from shows.
She also mentioned that she tries to immerse herself in her community as much as possible. Yet,
she makes sure to not lose her culture or her “essential essentialities” while absorbing
“everything from this country [and] incorporat[ing] everything [I have learned].”
Another strategy that Determinada uses to accomplish her goals is to prioritize and
schedule the things that need her attention. She shared some of her tips, “Don't worry about the
things in the house. In the house you always will have work to do. Think about you. Prepare
yourself.” She discussed that at first, this was hard for her, but she has learned that it is okay to
give up control over some things.
So, I'm trying to learn to give up in things that don't need me, and focus myself in things
that I need. For example, if I have to do laundry...now I say, ‘The laundry don't need me.
I have to do homework first.’
She also mentioned that she has learned to place priority on all that is necessary. She has learned
to become comfortable with not being able to manage everything for everyone. “So, I try to do
without frustration the things that are going to help me…” She laughed and shared, “Also,
nobody's visiting my house at this time [during COVID-19] so, it's okay. The laundry is okay
[and] the dishes [are okay]. I have better things to do on myself [and] for my kids.”
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Determinada sees the positive side of her educational struggles and shares that it has all
been worth it. She mentioned that she received an email from Midway’s financial aid
department, congratulating her on her grades. She said that receiving this email made her feel
satisfied with herself. She shared, “...even if it's just three classes, because I know my limit.
And, I can't do more because the kids, the house, and everything. I'm doing as much as I can.”
She said that when she sees the scores on her assignments, her grades, and her GPA, she feels
very good about herself.
Determinada provided advice for future students like her. She talked about the
importance of time and throughout the interview repeated that time keeps passing no matter
what. She shared that it passes when you are doing something and when you are not. She
believes that it is better to have time pass when doing something that will help you gain
knowledge rather than having it pass while gaining nothing. She feels lucky to receive a free
education, and is amazed at how many people are not taking advantage of this opportunity.
Determinada shared, “And if you can do it now, do it. You can work on your education. Do it.
If you have the tools don't lose your time.”
Individual textural-structural description.
Responsibilities and time. Determinada’s current reality is soaked up by the time and
needs of others. Although time moves very quickly for her, she knows that time will continue to
pass and it is better “...if it is passing doing something…[rather than]...doing nothing.” She
reflected on what her time looked like before she was married and had children. She describes
her past life in Guatemala as a single woman, “I used to work in my country in an office, in front
of the computer, being responsible for a department at [about] 23 or 24 years old.” Today, as a
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mother, she is not able to work because her time is pulled in multiple directions. She thinks
about all the things that women could do if they only had to worry about their own time.
Being nontraditional. Being an older student at Midway Community College has been
difficult for Determinada. She feels that she does not speak English as well as her traditional
peers, which also makes it difficult to meet friends. She shared that her technology skills are not
up to date and she feels the need to catch up to her younger peers who are tech savvy, as they
will most likely be her competition in the job market.
Cultural and gendered expectations. When describing the expectations that people say
she “should” perform because she is a female and Latina, Determinada spoke with angst. She
became emotional when remembering the moment that her husband questioned her choice to
return to school and when he told her, “You have to take care of the kids.” Determinada feels
that she is in a space that keeps her tied down. She has goals and works hard to achieve them, no
matter what. She does not want to be in the space that others want to create for her. She shares,
“I'm not going to be in the house. It's not me and that's what...I have been fighting with all these
obstacles and it is really hard.”
Challenges and barriers. As a first-generation Latina nontraditional student-mother,
Determinada described being disadvantaged in numerous ways. She feels that things are unfair
for her as an English learner, a nontraditional student, a woman, and a person with no support
from her spouse. She has so many goals in mind, yet she feels pressured and pulled in multiple
directions because of who she is. She is a woman doing it all on her own. “I came here at 25,
I'm Latina, [and] I'm a mother. I learned my English here and this is what I did. For me it's a
challenge experiencing the college.”
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Her financial situation at home also made it difficult for her to go to school. The lack of
monetary support from her spouse left her on her own to figure out how she would pay for her
studies. Although she took ESL classes for a year and a half and worked in an office in
Guatemala, she still feels that her English and technology skills are not the best they could be.
Nonetheless, Determinada feels proud for being able to do it all, but at the same time feels guilty
for doing something for herself, which took time away from her children. The challenges of
having an alcoholic spouse, two young children, and having to balance all of her responsibilities
and dreams on the same plate, made her educational journey very stressful.
Resilience and ganas. Determinada was raised to strive for more. She shared that she
has numerous educational dreams yet has little to no support from her spouse. Her strength and
desires overpower her obstacles. “Being Latina, without the knowledge of the language, with
struggling, being a mother, struggling with my husband, without family around, without
knowledge about the system [of] education in this country, and so many problems around have
been...really difficult.” No matter what challenges she faced, she clearly shared that she is doing
it no matter what and her goals are paving the way to reach her dreams.
Supports and supporters. Determinada had emotional support from her mother who
always motivated her to continue. She also received support from various entities at Midway
who helped her academically along her educational journey. At the time of this study, she had
recently become a member of a women's group at Midway. Forming part of this women’s group
helped her feel empowered amongst other women who were just like her. She attended weekly
meetings, discussed various topics and was encouraged by other women in the group.
Determinada shared feeling very happy in this group and has now become a member of the
group’s ESL (English as a second language) administration committee. Determinada also felt

125
thankful to have received financial aid from Midway. Without this support, Determinada would
not have been able to return to school to pursue her goals. This aid helped fill a financial void
and allowed her to purchase necessary school items and personal materials that have helped her
make it thus far.
Growth mindset. Determinada believes that she is capable of so much. She is confident
in herself and has short-term and long-term goals in mind. She is aware that women do not have
the same opportunities as men. She shared that she is “strong as a Latina who is doing
something in this country.” She said that she wants to keep on going. “I am really a stronger
woman because even that I am doing it.” No matter her struggles, she was able to get back up
and move forward with her plans.
Role model. Being a role model for her children is very important. Determinda says that
her children provide her with strength and she wants them to know that even though things may
seem tough, nothing is ever out of reach. She wants to show them that if she can do it with all of
the obstacles that have been present in her life, then they can too.
Strategies for healing and success. Amidst all of her challenges, Determinada stays
positive. She feels it is important to learn from others' experiences. She uses her learning to
help her move closer towards her goals. She has also learned to put less important things to the
side so that she can focus on the things that help her reach her goals. “Keep in mind positive
thoughts because sometimes the problems, they can't be part of our mind.” Determinada is her
own cheerleader; she motivates herself, pushes herself, and does what she needs to do in order to
reach her goals. She feels proud of who she is and tells herself, “I made it and I did it. Even
that, I made it. [It] was hard, but at the end I made it.” She believes that through positive
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thoughts one is capable of reaching what they want. It is through these positive thoughts that she
has been able to get to where she is today.
Advice for future students like me. Determinada reflected back numerous times on all
of the struggles that she has experienced throughout her life. She feels that future students like
her should take advantage of time and get things done sooner rather than later. She says, “Do it
right now, because later you can have a husband and kids and you don’t know...if you will have
the support from other people or the help”.
Composite Description
The final step of Moustakas’s (1994) modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis
of phenomenological data is to develop a composite description from the participant’s individual
textural-structural descriptions. This composite description brings forth the meanings and
essences of the experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers as a whole. The following composite description is presented in eight themes.
Time, responsibilities, and expectations. Time for a first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother is two-fold. It exists yet at the same time does
not exist. It disintegrates quickly and slips through the fingers of these student-mothers on a
daily basis. They are responsible for their time and the time of their loved ones. They are the
nucleus of their home and are tasked with multiple expectations and responsibilities. This is both
hard and stressful for them. To run out of time as a first-generation Latina community college
student-mother is to be expected, as they are responsible for carrying, organizing, and utilizing
their time along with the time of their family.
All of the participants described time, responsibilities, and expectations as significant
factors during their community college experience as first-generation Latina nontraditional
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community college student-mothers. They all shared that time revolved around the schedules of
their children. They each explicitly stated that their family’s needs always came first before they
could begin to meet their own needs. Most of the participants described their days as busy,
stressful, and hard. Each participant’s time was always managed to the minute so that they could
do as much as they could within their day. Although all participants carefully carved their time
to fit perfectly within their days, their personal tasks were always pushed off to times when their
family did not need them. All participants discussed having little to no rest. They all shared that
they did their homework when their household was asleep. However, all five women sometimes
felt guilty for taking time away from their children by going back to school.
Nearly all participants discussed the multiple responsibilities that they had; cooking,
cleaning, getting their children ready for school and or daycare and having to drop them off and
pick them up, helping their children with homework, bathing their children, getting them ready
for bed, taking care of their needs last, and then preparing everything for the following day. All
participants shared that after COVID-19 forced schools and daycares to shut down, their days
were even busier and much more stressful.
Every participant stated having some sort of expectation because they were Latina. Most
participants felt that they had cultural and gendered expectations. Four of the participants
discussed that they were criticized and expected to behave in a specific way because they were
Latinas. Some shared that their spouses told them that they had to stay home and care for their
children. Others shared that as a Latina mother they are expected to cook and clean or they are
not doing what a mom is “supposed to be doing”. Most of the participants spoke strongly about
the frustration that they felt when they were criticized or expected to fulfill specific cultural and
or gendered roles because they have children.
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Challenges and barriers. There were many challenges and barriers that my five
participants faced as first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers.
Some of these challenges and barriers were external, while some were internal and self-imposed.
The English language was a challenge for four of the participants. Some did not feel confident
with their English language skills and had difficulties communicating effectively with their
professors and or college peers. Others had difficulty understanding the vocabulary used by their
professors. Meanwhile, some were criticized by their professors and tutors due to their ability to
use the English language. Many participants also discussed having self-doubts as they navigated
their community college education. They momentarily questioned their abilities of being a
successful college student while being a mother and wife. Every participant shared that their
various challenges and barriers brought forth stress, feelings of being overwhelmed, and for
some depression.
Being nontraditional. Most participants realized that being a nontraditional student
influenced their educational experience as first-generation Latina community college studentmothers. They discussed feeling a disconnection to their younger peers in regards to maturity,
mindset, goals, and abilities. Two participants shared that most traditional students’ lives were
very different from theirs and that they did not seem to take their studies seriously. One student
stated that it was hard to make friends due to her language skills and she felt the need to catch up
in her technology skills, as her traditional peers knew so much more than she did.
¡Si se puede! All five participants discussed being strong, determined, and resilient no
matter what obstacles came their way. Although they all described moments of challenge and
stress, they also discussed doing what they had to do, to make their educational dreams become a
reality. All of the participants mentioned having goals and visions. They each shared having
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visions for what they wanted in their future. When they fell down, they all discussed their ability
to get back up and learn from their experiences in order to keep moving forward. Four
participants shared that they were proud of themselves for accomplishing so much as a firstgeneration Latina nontraditional community college student-mother. Some described being
amazed, happy, and speechless when reflecting upon all that they have accomplished.
Role model. Four of the participants spoke strongly about being a role model for their
children. Three of these student-mothers specifically stated that they wanted to show their
children that no obstacle is too big to overcome. These mothers strived to be the best for their
children and always wanted to demonstrate that anything is possible no matter how hard it may
seem. Two participants discussed the importance of also being a role model for the Latinx
community. Another participant shared the importance of being a role model for other Latinas.
She discussed wanting to help break stereotypes in demonstrating that women can go to college
and be successful all while having children and being married.
Strategies for healing and success. All of the participants used strategies to help them
become successful in community college. Each one of them used some sort of self-care strategy
to maintain their motivation. Four of the participants used positive self-talk to provide
themselves with reassurance when things proved difficult. One participant talked things over
with her husband and journaled her feelings. Another student used laughter to help her de-stress.
One student shared that she took deep breaths and relaxed her mind to help her feel better.
Meanwhile another participant prioritized the things that needed her and pushed off the things
that did not need her to a later time. Three participants shared using a planner and or calendar to
keep themselves organized. One of these participants stated that although she used a planner,
she really did not follow it, because her days were constantly changing.
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Supports. All participants shared having support of some kind while attending
community college. Some shared the lack of support they received and all discussed the support
that they would have liked to have had during their community college journey. The following
section is divided into three parts: supports and supporters, lack of support, and support systems
desired.
All five participants discussed receiving financial support from Midway Community
College and shared that without this support they would not have been able to return to school.
Three mentioned forming part of the EOPs program, which helped pay for their books, provided
gas cards, gave priority registration, assigned them a counselor and helped them learn to become
successful students. One participant shared that she was a CalWORKs recipient, which also
helped her pay for her school expenses and provided her with a counselor. Early Head Start
assisted another participant with childcare while she attended classes. Tutors and professors
were also supportive for some participants while studying at Midway. Two participants
mentioned that the ESL Coordinator provided them with college knowledge when they first
began their educational journey. Some participants shared that they had emotional support from
their mother, spouse, and a distant relative. One participant formed part of a women’s group.
Another participant had friends who served as mentors and helped her academically,
emotionally, and financially. While a sole participant shared receiving emotional support from
her boss.
Although participants discussed the supports they received, most of the interviews also
highlighted a lack of support. Three participants shared having little to no support from people
who were close to them. One participant said that her husband did not support her when it came
to her educational experience and financial or emotional needs. This made it very difficult for
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her along her community college journey. Another participant mentioned that she had no
emotional support from her mother and no financial support from the father of her children. A
sole participant shared being discouraged by her siblings who told her to quit school. Another
discussed feeling down when she was asked by a professor and tutor why she was at Midway
when her language skills were not what they considered sufficient for college.
Each participant shared the various supports they wished they had while completing their
studies at Midway. Most participants stated the desire to receive emotional support from their
family. Three wished they had a support group where they could meet students like themselves.
They felt that belonging to a group would have provided a support system to lean on and would
have enhanced their community college journey. One participant mentioned the need for
affordable daycare options for all of Midway’s students. A few participants shared that they felt
lost when they first began college and would have liked to have the college knowledge and
resources necessary to be successful from the beginning of their educational journey.
Advice for future students like me. Each of the five participants offered advice to
future first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers. They all
shared tips that they wish they had when they first began at Midway. Most of the participants
discussed the importance of speaking up and seeking resources to assist with financial needs and
needs in general. Two students mentioned EOPS as being a very helpful resource and
recommended that future students look into this program. Some advised that future students
seek out support groups to help provide moral support while navigating community college.
Three participants suggested that students take advantage of their time in order to receive a good
education.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced this study’s five participants with their pseudonyms: Nueva-Yo,
Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada. Their experiences were viewed through the
conceptual frameworks lens of grit (ganas) and mindsets. Analysis and presentation of the
findings followed Moustakas’s (1994) modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis of
phenomenological data. An in-depth presentation of the findings consisted of: individual data
analysis, textural description of each participant’s experience, including verbatim examples from
their interview; identification of individual core themes with individual textural-structural
descriptions; and a group analysis or composite description, which brought forth the themes that
came to light from this study.
Eight core themes emerged to represent the meanings and essence of all five firstgeneration Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers’ experiences as a whole:
Time, Responsibilities, and Expectations; Challenges and Barriers; Being Nontraditional; ¡Si Se
Puede!; Role Model; Strategies for Healing and Success; Supports; and Advice for Future
Students Like Me.
The time, responsibilities, and expectations that these participants faced weighed heavily
on their daily lives. Participants were overwhelmed with feelings of stress as they were expected
to accomplish for everyone meanwhile putting their needs last. Although they were able to
manage their time intentionally in order to first fulfill the needs of their loved ones, they all
shared having little to no rest. The responsibilities of being the primary caregiver while juggling
every other demand during COVID-19 provided an additional layer of pressure on each
participant. As Latinas, all participants shared having some sort of cultural expectation. Most
shared frustration from being boxed into cultural and gendered expectations, as being a
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homemaker was expected of them if they were to be “Good Latina Mothers”.
Participants described self-imposed challenges and barriers as first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers. They placed great pressure on themselves
and were self-conscious of their English language skills and communication abilities. At times,
self-doubt further impacted their efficacy and made them question if going to college was the
right choice. These feelings of inferiority caused further stress and for some participants it even
resulted in depression.
As nontraditional students and first-generation Latina community college studentmothers, participants felt as if they were very different from their traditional peers. It was clear
that their priorities, maturity level, and goal orientation was more focused than that of their
younger counterparts. Most participants spoke of the importance of taking their studies seriously
and of working twice as hard to reach their goals as if no second opportunity existed.
Participants demonstrated that anything is possible. Their stories of resilience and ganas
revealed strength and determination. They overcame all challenges that momentarily blocked
their path, while keeping their goals and visions close at hand. When they fell, they quickly rose
and learned from this downfall to keep treading towards their dreams. Most participants were
amazed with themselves and shared their accomplishments with great pride.
Being a role model for their children was important for most participants. Demonstrating
this through determination and ganas was an exemplar that these mothers wanted to provide for
their sons and daughters. Becoming a role model for their culture was also important for some,
while breaking the stereotypical mold of women being less capable of becoming successful, also
became a topic of discussion within the findings.
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All participants employed strategies for healing and success during their community
college studies. Self-care was of high importance and helped maintain each participant’s drive to
continue. Some reflected in journals and relied on their significant other for support, while
others used laughter, deep breaths, planners, and prioritization to help alleviate any stress.
All five participants shared the supports they had, lack of support, and the support they
wished they would have had. Financial assistance from Midway Community College was a
beneficial support that all participants echoed in their interviews. Students mentioned receiving
aid from Midway’s EOPs, CalWORKs, Early Head Start, tutors, professors, and an ESL
Coordinator. Families, supervisors, and support groups also assisted participant’s while
navigating their educational journey. While each participant received some sort of support, some
also felt a lack of support during their community college experience. Some participants had no
support from their siblings, parent, spouse, professor, or tutor. Instead of being provided
motivation by those closest to them, they were given messages of discouragement. All
participants shared the type of support they wish they would have had. Mostly all desired to
have emotional support from their family. Most participants would have liked to form part of a
support group with students like themselves. Many also shared the desire for college knowledge
opportunities when they first began at Midway.
Participants shared their advice for future first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers. The importance of seeking out resources in order to be
successful in college was highlighted. Financial aid programs such as EOPs and support groups
were also recommended. Most participants stressed the importance of time management in order
to finish college successfully.
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The data analysis and findings that emerged from Nueva-Yo’s, Guerrera’s, Luchadora’s,
Fuerza’s, and Determinada’s experiences and stories helped pave the foundation for the final
chapter of this study.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

“Loosening your grip on the known and reaching for the future requires that you stretch
beyond self-and culturally-imposed limits.”
-Gloria Anzaldúa

Research focusing on the experiences of college students who are parents is sparse
(Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020). Moreover, many colleges and universities find it difficult to identify
which of their students are parents and therefore do not know much about this population’s
characteristics, even though there is evidence to suggest that female students are twice as likely
as other students to be parenting while attending college (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020). At
community colleges in the U. S., female students outnumber male students while female students
identified as nontraditional, outnumber all other student groups (MacDonald, 2018). In order to
improve policy and practice within community colleges, it is essential to understand the
experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers who
comprise a growing student demographic. A lack of research on this group of students leads to
gaps in practice that can inform educational strategies and policies designed to ensure academic,
and ultimately, economic success. The purpose of this phenomenological study, then, was to
explore the educational experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional student-mothers
enrolled at a community college and identify the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets
influenced their success. This study focused on students from an asset rather than a deficit
perspective. That is, instead of focusing on the potential barriers that could inhibit their success,
this study sought to understand more about students’ strategies and resilience.
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Through the lens of grit (ganas), mindsets, and Bernal’s (1998) Chicana feminist
epistemology I sought to explore and understand the experiences of my five participants: NuevaYo, Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada. The grit (ganas) and mindsets that each
woman individually and collectively carried throughout their community college journey
directed their every move and steered them towards reaching their goals. These proved to be
more powerful than any obstacle they encountered and allowed them to move past the dominant
ideology they had lived amongst for so long. Additionally, a Chicana feminist view allowed me
to observe both from a cultural perspective and a gendered perspective the ways that family
backgrounds, educational practices, and male privilege helped shape these women’s educational
choices and experiences (Bernal, 1998).
Using these lenses, my study followed Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental
phenomenological research processes of epoche, transcendental-phenomenological reduction,
imaginative variation, and synthesis of textural and structural descriptions, while seeking to
discover the perceptions of first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmothers regarding their educational experiences. Particular focus was placed on understanding
the influence that each participant’s intersecting identities had on their community college
experiences, the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets may have contributed to their journey,
and the strategies they employed to navigate through their education to reach their goals.
In chapter 4, I analyzed my research data following Moustakas’s (1994) modification of
the Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data. Each participant’s experience was
voiced through an individual textural description using verbatim examples from their individual
interviews. Through use of their individual textural descriptions, I then constructed an individual
structural description to describe the essential structures of this particular phenomenon for each
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participant. The individual textural and structural descriptions were then brought together to
form a textural-structural description, a synthesis of the meanings and essences of each
participant’s experience as a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmother. From the individual and group analyses emerged 26 core themes. These themes were
then codified (Saldaña, 2016) by similarities and condensed (Miles et al., 2020), multiple times
until eight core themes remained. My analysis concluded with a composite description which
brought together every participant’s experiences to create a synthesis of the meanings and
essences of being a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother.
In this chapter, I consider the eight core themes that emerged and what these experiences
represent and imply, when viewing the current literature. This chapter also discusses
implications for policy and practice, recommendations for further research, and my reflections
and concluding remarks.
Findings Related to Literature
My study sought to discover the perceptions that first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers have of their educational experiences when viewing the
influence and contribution of their intersecting identities, grit (ganas) and mindsets, and the
strategies they used to navigate and reach their goals along their community college journey.
Consistent with phenomenological research, each participant shared their individual experiences
of what it means to be who they are. Although all five Latinas shared many commonalities, each
one of their experiences manifested in differing ways, suggesting some alignment between their
experiences while also highlighting their individuality. In the following section I present those
similar, yet unique findings in relation to the literature and this study’s research questions. These
findings particularly highlight the ganas that each woman had and held onto throughout their
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experiences, as it was ultimately their ganas that bridged the connection between their dreams
and their reality. I illustrate these findings through the use of Figure 3. This theme web
demonstrates how each of the eight themes that emerged from this study were separate yet
interconnected under the overarching concepts of cultural expectations and generational
continuity which influenced each participant’s experiences. The arrows illuminating out of the
center signify the ganas and the mindset that the mujeres in my study carried throughout their
journey which proved to be stronger than any obstacle that crossed their path.

Figure 3. Theme web.

Time, Responsibilities, and Expectations
Nueva-Yo, Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada all shared that being married
or single, having children, and attending community college was difficult. In their eyes, no
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matter what chapters had to be read or assignments were due for classes, family always came
first. This sense of familismo, a cultural value that is expected, where family is more important
than anything personal, (Castillo et al., 2015) was present on a daily basis in the lives of these
five women. Through this expected cultural value, these Latinas continuously cared for their
homes, made sure hot meals were always on the table, and ensured that their children and spouse
(if married) were taken care of no matter their relationship. For those who had spousal support
like Fuerza and Guerrera, familismo did not provide a sense of burden. For those participants
who had no little to no support from their family or significant other such as Determinada,
Luchadora and Nueva-Yo, familismo was not as palatable.
As Latinas, the participants in this study described experiencing some sort of gendered
expectation because of their culture. Liang et al. (2017) share that, “Women across cultural
groups are socialized with gender scripts (p. 151). Fuerza and Guerrera accepted these
expectations and or scripts wholeheartedly, while Determinada, Luchadora, and Nueva-Yo
loathed them. Castillo et al. (2015) describe female gender roles as those outlined by the norms
and the notion of marianismo, the notion of being submissive to men through sacrifice and to no
benefit to themselves. Most of the women in this study spoke about the frustration they felt
when criticized for not fulfilling their so-called cultural and gendered roles “correctly”. They
questioned the norms and as Latinas with educational goals in mind, these expectations no longer
fit within the ideologies that many wanted to follow. Anzaldúa (2002) writes, “You question the
doctrines claiming to be the only right way to live. These ways no longer accommodate the
person you are, or the life you’re living” (p. 540). For Determinada, Luchadora, and Nueva-Yo,
marianismo was a notion that tied down their ancestors, but would not be one that would hold
them back from reaching their educational dreams.
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Challenges and Barriers
The women in this study faced challenges and barriers that were tri-fold: they were
internal, external, and self-imposed. For most participants, knowledge of the English language
was one such barrier. The inability to speak or understand the language correctly while feeling
self-conscious, made the community college journey difficult for many of these women. In their
study, Castro and Cortez (2016) similarly found that students felt that they did not have the
English-language skills necessary to succeed in college. Moreover, student-mothers experience
emotional strain due to the pressure of balancing multiple things such as work, family, and life
(Grabowski et al., 2016). With so much to juggle in their lives, many of my participants felt
overwhelmed resulting in depression for many and suicidal thoughts for one. Luchadora shared
her struggles to make ends meet and recounted that she did whatever she had to do to pay her
bills and feed her children. In their report, Goldrick-Rab et al. (2020) discovered that depression
and anxiety was common amongst parenting students who dealt with basic needs insecurity.
They further found that student-parents who did not have a partner experienced basic needs
insecurity at higher rates than those who lived with a partner, which was the case for Luchadora.
In their 2020 study, Goldrick-Rab and colleagues, further found that 30% of the parenting
students they surveyed were experiencing depression, with half of these experiencing moderately
severe depression. In a like, yet different manner, my research discovered that although
Guerrera had a spouse who supported her both financially and emotionally, she still experienced
feelings of depression. This depression stemmed from the self-imposed pressure to pass each of
her classes successfully. On the other hand, Nueva-Yo’s pride interfered with her ability to ask
her family for help, which by the end of the semester caused her overwhelming stress.
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Being Nontraditional
Although nontraditional students are the majority student population in college (NCES,
2015) and should be viewed as traditional students, they are still considered and
identified as nontraditional (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office-Success
Center for California Community Colleges, 2019; University of the Pacific, 2020; University of
Nevada-Las Vegas, 2019). Additionally, most of my participants knew and felt their
nontraditional status as they described feeling different amongst their younger peers. Guerrera
and Nueva-Yo discussed taking their studies seriously and being amazed at how younger students
did not have goals or view their education in the same light. Grabowski et al. (2016) concur
when they write that nontraditional students associate their schooling with a higher quality of life
and therefore, take their education more seriously. The Latinas in my study, were focused in
their schooling and had no time to waste. In their eyes, there were no second chances, it was
either now or never. Determinada had different struggles, she found it difficult to make friends
with her traditional peers due to her English language knowledge. She felt that her peers treated
her differently and assumed that she did not understand due to her English communication skills.
Moreover, Determinada also saw her traditional peers as competition, and felt the need to keep
her skills up in order to compete with them in the job market. One participant in Castro and
Cortez’s (2017) study felt the same way when he shared that it was difficult being 30 years old
while trying to compete and keep up with younger students who were smarter. Liang et al.
(2017) conducted a study which focused on Latina college students’ and how they experience
their identities in terms of gender and race. Although their topic of study was somewhat similar
to my research, their participants were first through third generation college students ages 18-22.
Additionally, Liang and associates, did not highlight the parental status of their participants or
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their community college experiences. My research study contributes to this body of knowledge
through its focus on these specific factors and the influence that ganas and mindsets had on each
of my participants’ success.
¡Si Se Puede!
All five women shared that quitting was not an option for them. They voiced being
empowered and driven by their goals, ganas, and mindsets to accomplish their dreams. For
some, these were portrayed with images in vision books that served as motivation of where they
were headed. For others, the memories of their past professional careers sufficed as a reminder
that they could be successful in the states as they once were in their home country. Although
most of the mujeres in this study felt tied down by the chains of their cultural customs, they have
pushed against these to break free from a space that has held them back for so long. Knowing
that they can be and do so much more than they are “supposed to be” brings forth what Anzaldúa
(2002) calls Conocimiento.
Tu camino de conocimiento requires that you encounter your shadow side and confront
what you’ve programmed yourself (and have been programmed by your cultures) to
avoid (desconocer), to confront the traits and habits distorting how you see reality and
inhibiting the full use of your facultades. (pp. 540-541) (no italics in original)
Nueva-Yo, Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada’s community college experiences,
have painted a portrait of what seems to be a long-traveled journey through the path of
Conocimiento. While on this journey, they were at battle with their former self in each of the
seven spaces of Conocimiento, while trying to escape the knowledge that had been engrained in
their minds. Anzaldúa explains that combined, the seven stages/spaces as she calls them, “open
the senses and enlargen the breadth and depth of consciousness, causing internal shifts and
external changes” (p. 545). She further adds that all seven stages are present, can occur
simultaneously, in and out of order, and do not last a set amount of time. While each space is
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separate and not separate, one travels in multiple spaces at the same time. “Together, these
stations constitute a meditation on the rites of passage, the transitions of life from birth to death,
and all the daily births and deaths in-between. Bits of your self die and are reborn in each step”
(Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 545).
Within the first Conocimiento stage of arrebato, reality is shaken and you begin to
question who you are and what you know to be true. For Nueva-Yo this was evident when she
shared that Latinas are discouraged for wanting to be more than just a mother, because after all
being a mother is what she was always told her end goal would be. Nueva-Yo entered arrebato
when she began thinking that women can do so much more and are not only “good for getting
married and having kids”. In a like manner, Luchadora shared that women can be a student, get
a degree, and become successful, all while being a mother. Furthermore, Determinada disagreed
with those who told her that being female meant getting married, having children, and staying
home. The stage of arrebato would begin to rewrite the narratives that these participants had
been living all along.
Nepantla, the second stage, serves as a space of transition where you are torn between
your former self and the possibility of a new self. Anzaldúa writes that this is the stage where
transformation begins to occur, “And eventually you begin seeing through your ethnic culture’s
myth of the inferiority of mujeres” (p. 549). For most of the women in this study, the
generational continuity of cultural roles and expectations, were no longer accepted by them once
they entered Nepantla. Determinada disagreed with the roles that others had wanted for her.
She responded by stating, “I’m not going to be in the house. It’s not me…”.
In the third stage of Coatlicue, you are knocked down and overwhelmed with feelings of
doubt for having traveled this road. While in Coatlicue, you question yourself and look back
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towards the former you, wondering if you have made the right decision. Traveling through this
space brought forth doubts and similar feelings amongst the majority of the mujeres in my study.
Determinada, Fuerza, and Nueva-Yo all stated having feelings of guilt for taking time away from
their families to go to school. Determinada shared, “Sometimes I am feeling that I fail in some
ways of being a mother, but I also want something for me”. The constant looking back towards
the old self or the self that they were “supposed to be” caused these mujeres to battle with their
shadow while in Coatlicue.
In the fourth stage, the call, you are awoken out of your slum and rise to continue. You
now feel reassured and know that you are traveling in the right direction. “This knowing
prompts you to shift into a new perception of yourself and the world….You begin to define
yourself in terms of who you are becoming, not who you have been” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 556).
For Determinada, this call was made the moment she realized that she could do anything. “If
I’m doing it with kids, with people who is not supporting me, how much can a woman who has
support around her or if she doesn’t have kids, how much can she do?” Similarly, Luchadora
used her past to guide her present. When she began to feel down, she would rise from this
sadness by focusing on her past experiences and on her children. She used the memories of her
dark past to fuel her motivation and continue with her dreams of being successful and reaching
her goals. For both of these women their ganas and mindsets helped them push past the previous
space of Coatlicue.
The next stage of Conocimiento is putting Coyolxauhqui together, or bringing everything
into perspective to rewrite your story. In this space, you get rid of your old self’s understandings
to reconstruct your new narrative. This new reality helps you break free from what others have
envisioned and planned for you. It empowers you and is not based on cultural traditions of what
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your role should be. You are now allowed to discover and morph into the person you have
always wanted to be, a tu manera. Luchadora traveled far to reach this stage, she dealt with
domestic violence, depression, self-doubt, and a lack of support from her closest family
members. She was able to put all of these experiences together in order to see past these
moments of pain and suffering. She shared feeling proud of her current self and was confident in
her ability to rewrite the story that others had originally authored for her.
The sixth stage is the blow up. In this stage you begin to live out the “new you” in your
revised story. This story may not appease others and the world. When this happens, you are
thrown into conflict with yourself and those who surround you. You become disappointed and
upset. Your feelings place you back into a state of immobility where you block yourself from
moving forward. This stage was present during all five participant’s educational journeys. As
they embarked and traveled on their college path, all five mujeres voiced their difficulties with
the English language within their academic setting. This difficulty brought forth challenges with
professors, tutors, and classmates. It also provided struggles with comprehension, vocabulary,
the inability to use the language correctly, class assignments, and public speaking. For
Determinada, this stage was quite difficult, as her educational goals were not supported by her
husband. This lack of spousal support made her feel both isolated and frustrated, causing her to
be her own source of emotional and financial support.
The final stage is shifting realities, once you have traveled through each of the first six
stages, you now come to the realization that each of these stages were necessary to grow into
who you have now become. Your mindset shifts and you “develop an ethical, compassionate
strategy with which to negotiate conflict and difference within self and between others, and find
common ground by forming holistic alliances. You include these in your daily life, act on your
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vision-enacting spiritual activism” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 545). For all five participants the moving
in and out of these stages helped them grow and become confident that they could accomplish
their goals. Although they each discussed moments of struggle, their ganas and mindset always
steered them towards their vision of success.
Nueva-Yo, Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada moved through Anzaldúa’s
(2002) seven stages of Conocimiento in an ebb and flow motion. I propose Figure 4 as a visual
that demonstrates this as they experienced their intersecting identities while navigating their
community college journey.

Figure 4. The path participants traveled using Anzaldúa’s (2002) stages of conocimiento.

The dark arrow cutting through the middle of these stages represents their ganas and mindsets
that served as an imán continuously pulling them out of these spaces. All the while they traveled
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through these stages, they battled guilt, inner self-doubt, the voices of the living, and the voices
of their ancestors who attempted to distract them from their goals. Yet, these interfering forces
were not strong enough to halt their ganas to seguir adelante.
Role Model
Being a role model for their children was a consistent theme and motivator for the
majority of my participants. This finding is in agreement with previous research (Bohl et al.,
2017; Coker, 2003; Goldsmith & Archambault, 1997). Additionally, three of the mujeres in this
study spoke strongly about wanting to demonstrate to their children that anything was possible
through hard work and effort. For Luchadora, serving as a role model for the Latinx community
was vital. Whereas, Nueva-Yo emphasized wanting to lead by example to demonstrate that
mothers are also capable of going to school. The desire to serve as a role model for the Latinx
community and more specifically for mothers, helps identify a different aspect of knowledge that
Bohl and colleagues (2017) did not examine within their research.
Strategies for Healing and Success
Although these five women accomplished so much as first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers, they employed various strategies to help
move along the healing process in order to reach their goals. Positive self-talk was one strategy
that Determinada, Fuerza, Luchadora, and Nueva-Yo used to help reassure themselves that
everything was going to be okay. Meanwhile Guerrera did this through written reflection in her
journal and through conversations with her husband. In their study, Morgan Consoli and
colleagues (2015) found that hope and spirituality provided motivation for female students to
complete their undergraduate studies. Yet, this was not a finding that was highlighted within my
research. Another strategy that proved beneficial for most of the participants was the use of a
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planner to prioritize and organize their days. As each of these mujeres worked to balance their
time with that of their family, they did the impossible to address their individual needs and those
of their family through intentional scheduling. Even though they struggled with balancing all of
these, which is what Cohen and colleagues (2014) also found in their study of community
college students, my research found that these women pushed past this struggle to make things
happen no matter what.
Supports
All five mujeres shared having some type of support, some shared having a
lack of support, and all voiced the types of supports they would have desired. Each of them
voiced the gratitude that they had for Midway’s financial support. Without this aid, these
women shared that college would not have been a possibility. Four participants mentioned
programs such as EOPs and CalWORKs, which allowed them to pay for items other than tuition.
In a like manner, research has found that financial aid and scholarships have been a source of
support in funding student tuition (Gibbons et al., 2019; Longwell-Grice et al., 2016). On the
other hand, while these supports were helpful, they also caused stress for students because some
expenses were not covered (Gibbons et al., 2019; Longwell-Grice et al., 2016). Yet, this was not
the case for my participants.
Support from loved ones, friends, and school staff was beneficial for the women in my
study. This finding agrees with scholars such as, Morgan et al. (2016), who write that the family
support that the students in their study received, served as a predictor for thriving while in
college. However, a lack of support also emerged from my research findings. In their 2016
study, Castro and Cortez discovered that their participants were misinformed and had a lack of
college knowledge. This resonates with what Nueva-Yo shared when she first started at Midway
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Community College. She stated that she did not know how to fill out a FASFA or what path to
take, so at first, she simply “winged it”. For many of these Latinas, their family served as a
hindrance. Determinada became emotional when speaking about this and sharing how difficult
it was to live with someone who did not seem to care about her educational goals or
accomplishments. In a like manner, Guerrera shared being discouraged by her siblings who told
her to drop out of college. Sadly, Fuerza stated that a professor and tutor questioned her English
language skills and posed the idea that she did not have what it takes to be in college. This
finding is in line with the fact that when students experience rejection from their learning
environment, they begin to feel discounted and do not feel intelligent enough to belong within
that environment (Grabowski et al., 2016). Fuerza had difficulty grappling with this situation, as
she did not understand why she was treated by staff members in such a manner.
As they reflected on their community college experiences, all five women shared the
supports they wish they would have had during their educational journey. The majority voiced
the need to form part of a support group with others like themselves. Fuerza, Guerrera, and
Luchadora spoke about the importance of knowing that there were other students on campus like
them. They shared that talking to others who understood them and were going through similar
experiences, would have helped them along their journey. Fuerza expressed that being part of a
support group which focused on speaking the English language would have helped her practice
using her language skills. This is consistent with literature focusing on campus subcultures and
college student’s sense of belonging. Findings by Garcia (2017) illustrate that participation in
Latinx sororities aided her participants in finding others who had similar interests.
Emotional support and empathy were also desired by my participants. Luchadora
yearned for encouraging words from her family. She wished that she had tias or tios who rooted
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her on and told her how proud they were of her. She felt that this type of support from her loved
ones, would have helped her along her college career. Morgan and colleagues (2016) agree that
family support was a predictor for thriving amongst the Mexican/Mexican American college
students in their study. Nueva-Yo described that although she had just received her associate’s
degree, her husband never understood how difficult it was for her to handle all of the pressure
and expectations of going to college. As the first one to go to college in her family, her husband
expected that she know how to pass her tests successfully since she knew both English and
Spanish. Nueva-Yo’s experience resonates with Vega’s (2016) research which found that being a
first generation Latinx college student also carried the invisible responsibilities of being a role
model, bringing pride to the family, being a successful student, and graduating from college.
Another support desired from one student, was daycare. Guerrera shared that she did not
qualify for Midway’s daycare program and wished that this program was open to all students.
She added that she was willing to pay a reasonable rate for this service. Goldrick-Rab et al.
(2020) write that accessible childcare can support student parents in their ability to engage in
their college studies. Additionally, these scholars found that student parents attending two-year
colleges would have liked daycare on campus in the following manner: 41% preferred full-day,
21% wanted after-school, 19% desired half-day support, 4% chose sick care, 3% wanted special
needs child care, and 13% desired no care. Drop-in child care was omitted from the GoldrickRab et al. (2020) survey, and was proposed to be followed up on, in future research. My study
builds upon this as Guerrera expressed that she would have benefitted from having an hour of
daycare (drop-in daycare). She stated that this type of support would have helped her work on
assignments even if was just for a short amount of time.
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Nueva-Yo and Fuerza spoke of their lack of college knowledge when first starting at
Midway. As first-generation students, the participants did not know how the college going
process worked. This missing knowledge found Nueva-Yo and Fuerza lost. It was not until they
had been at Midway for some time that they learned how to navigate the environment through
trial and error. In the same manner, Whitehead and Wright (2017) share that many firstgeneration students begin college not knowing the nuances of what college entails. Nueva-Yo
and Fuerza expressed that knowing how Midway worked before starting would have helped
them be successful from the beginning.
Advice for Future Students Like Me
The mujeres in my study offered advice to other students both directly in response to an
interview question and indirectly through their shared stories. They discussed the importance of
seeking out support groups and resources. This advice stemmed from feelings of otherness in a
space that was theirs while at the same time not theirs, as if they were ni de aqui ni de alla.
Luchadora shared feeling lost at Midway, until she found someone she could relate to, someone
who was going through the same things that she was. Similarly, Determinada felt empowered
and supported after joining a women’s group. Although these women possessed the ganas and
mindset to get through it all, they still desired moral support and additional resources to help
them reach their goals. This points to the importance they place on community and highlights
their longing for navigational and social capital. Yosso (2005) describes navigational capital as
the “skills of maneuvering through social institutions” (p. 80). Meanwhile, social capital is a
circle of people and resources that provide support to others (Yosso, 2005). Possessing rich
amounts of navigational and social capital when first beginning community college was highly
recommended by the majority of this research’s participants.
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Although, the women in this study manipulated their time to make it work, they advised
that future students take advantage of their time while in community college. Determinada
shared that time passed no matter what and believed that it was better to do something than to
allow time to pass and gain nothing. Fuerza recalled all of the things that she used to do before
having children, “I had all the time for me, for my studies, for my goals, for everything I want to
do. Now it’s completely different.” Taking advantage of time to be successful in community
college was important advice for future students as this study’s participants seemed to struggle to
get everything done in the little time that they had.
Implications for Policy and Practice
Although students may seem to share similar characteristics and common experiences,
the stories of these participants illustrate that each person lives out these similarities in differing
ways. This is a reminder that people should not be boxed into one category as each experience is
unique and is dependent upon the time and space that one inhabits in that particular moment. It
is through this study, particularly through the experiences of first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mothers, that this research yielded insights which may
prove beneficial for policy and practice within the community college setting. There is a dire
need to understand all students and take into account the identities they carry with them when
stepping foot onto a college campus. My research findings are a wake-up call for
“Policymakers, institutional leaders, and teachers/faculty…to tap into the voices and lived
experiences of a vital group of stakeholders if they are truly concerned with educational
opportunity, quality, and outcomes” (Rodriguez & Oseguera, 2015, p. 9). This call for action,
may inform conversations surrounding the institutional supports needed to help first-generation
Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers reach their educational goals.
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Institutional Support
The participants in my study possessed the ganas and mindset to succeed during their
community college journey. At times this was difficult due their individual and collective
experiences. With additional support from Midway, this journey may have been a little easier.
Rodriguez and Oseguera (2015) state that while policies, funding, and political climate form part
of an institutions culture, "it is the actions, beliefs, and norms of the stakeholders that directly
shape the limitations or possibilities for students…who typically rely on the institution as a
beacon of hope and possibility to meet their individual (and collective) goals” (p. 5). Research
by Merrill (2015) found that pre-entry support, guidance, and induction programs can enhance
learning experiences and help with the adjustment to college. Although Midway students are
required to complete an online orientation and education plan, some of my participants did not
feel prepared or knowledgeable of all the resources available to them. This suggests the
possibility that these orientations, although intended to support students prior to college entry,
may not be serving that purpose. Additionally, participants mentioned their struggle with stress
and depression. Although these women were able to overcome these issues on their own, they
could have potentially benefitted from the many services that Midway provides. This implies
that a communication gap may exist, where the pre-entry supports and resources available to
students may be lost somewhere along the way. Therefore, understanding what communication
modes are used and accessible to students may help in this endeavor. Once community college
educators are able to establish a connection with students, then they can begin to build
relationships that go beyond the surface level. Relationships such as these allow for ease of
access to identifying needs, resources, and supports that are necessary to help community college
students be successful in their studies.
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Student-mothers in this research also struggled with their sense of belonging while at
Midway. Many of these mujeres voiced feeling out of place as nontraditional students, with the
majority having a desire to form part of groups with students like themselves. This finding
highlights the need for spaces on campuses that promote a welcoming environment. Oseguera et
al. (2009) share that students who engage in learning communities, fraternities, and ethnic groups
are more likely to persist while in college. Similarly, cultural centers on campus provide
students a space of their own away from home and have proven successful (Lozano, 2019).
Previous research and the findings from this inquiry point towards the impact that a sense of
belonging can have during a student’s college journey. Community colleges could consider
employing an academic cohort model to provide students the opportunity to study alongside
others who have similar academic interests. They may also look to implement and or expand
upon cohort models such as Puente (The Puente Project, n.d.). These types of models could
provide a sense of community and the support system that students need to succeed.
Daycare affordability and availability was a topic of interest for Guerrera. Even though
Midway provided childcare services, these services were only available to students who qualified
based on income and family size. Moreover, the childcare program only accepted children ages
eighteen months to five years of age. Guerrera did not qualify based on her income.
Additionally, all five of my participants had at least one child that was older than five.
Sullivan’s (2018) study agrees when she found that student-mothers were concerned with the
advertising, affordability, availability, and wait lists for community college childcare services.
Scholars Goldrick-Rab et al. (2020) found that approximately 40% of student-parents need and
use childcare. Thus, in order to support student-mothers, community colleges should find
alternative ways to provide childcare for students who are on the margins of qualifying for
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services like these. Community colleges could look towards creating partnerships with agencies
that can support a wider range of childcare services including expanding qualifications such as:
income, child age, childcare hours, and types of services offered. Community colleges may
consider seeking out programs such as after school tutoring and activity providers that are
currently successful in local school districts. Housing an afterschool childcare program could
prove beneficial for both student-mothers and their school-age children.
Positive student and faculty interactions have proven vital to encourage a student’s
intellectual and social development (Tinto, 1993). On the other hand, negative interactions can
derail a student’s motivation and set them back on their educational path. During her time at
Midway, Fuerza shared having negative interactions with faculty members who questioned her
abilities to be in college and treated her unfairly due to her English language skills. These acts of
discrimination hurt Fuerza and made this particular time in community college difficult. The
California Community Colleges 2019 statement on diversity, equity and inclusion states that
“Embracing diversity means that we must intentionally practice acceptance and respect towards
one another and understand that discrimination and prejudices create and sustain privileges for
some while creating and sustaining disadvantages for others.” (Vision for Success Diversity,
Equity and Inclusion Task Force, 2020, p. 30). The interactions that Fuerza experienced do not
align with the statement above. This suggests that there may be a need for college staff to
continuously review their institutional and statewide policies and statements regarding diversity,
equity, and inclusion. Additionally, community colleges could help with this effort by providing
all staff members with trainings on equity, diversity and unconscious and implicit bias.
Trainings such as these may prevent future discriminatory actions against college students.
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Recommendations for Further Research
This study focused on a particular student group who met specific inclusion criteria from
one California community college. The layered inclusion criteria for this study may have
inadvertently excluded some students from joining the study. Future inquiries might focus on a
similar study in California with broader inclusion criteria. It may also be beneficial to expand
this research to conduct a similar study at multiple community colleges both inside and outside
of California. This could illuminate the ways in which experiences of Latinas in other settings
are similar or different to those who participated in this study. A like study may also be
conducted to include women from multiple cultural backgrounds to view the similarities and
differences amongst their experiences. Furthermore, literature focusing on grit appears to be
mostly quantitative in nature (Calo et al., 2019; Duckworth, 2014; Park et al., 2018), meanwhile,
few studies place their focus on ganas (Allen et al., 2020; Cabrera et al., 2012; Easley et al.,
2012; Gámez et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2013). Therefore, future studies may look to
highlight grit and or ganas using a qualitative research approach in order to add to this body of
research. Continued studies focusing on the counter narratives and asset-based stories of Latina
post-secondary students, may also be a possible area of inquiry.
Researcher Reflection and Concluding Remarks
As a first-generation Latina nontraditional student and former community college
student, I see so much of my reflection in the stories of my five participants. Although each
narrative was similar yet different, bits and pieces of their stories echoed versions of mine.
When first beginning my education at the community college level, I wanted to do it all on my
own, just like Nueva-Yo. I thought I knew what I was doing and began attending community
college under my own guidance. These beginnings, found me lost, I took the courses I thought I
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needed for my major, yet I was traveling along the wrong path. Additionally, I felt like an
outsider, amongst younger students, I felt like I was in a space that did not welcome me. The
following semester, I received a phone call from a program at my community college named
Puente. This program’s mission is to “increase the number of educationally disadvantaged
students who enroll in four-year colleges and universities, earn college degrees and return to the
community as mentors and leaders to future generations”, while also supporting its students with
writing, counseling, and mentoring (The Puente Project, n.d.). I decided to look into this
program and attended an information session. Little did I know, that this decision would change
my life. I formed part of the Puente cohort for two years and had my own Puente guidance
counselor and Puente English professor. They were Latino’s just like me, many of the students
in my cohort looked like me as well, and some were even nontraditional students. Forming part
of Puente was the bridge that I so needed. My goals became focused, I had the support of my
cohort mates, and I learned that there was much more out there that I would have never known if
not for Puente. The friends I made became part of my familia, because “Once a Puentista,
always a Puentista”. The professor and counselor I had during my time in Puente are still part of
my familia, and have been present at each of my college graduations, because if not for them, I
would not be where I am today. The mere opportunity to form part of a group who recognized
who I was, acknowledged my culture, and who supported me have made a difference in my
educational career. I know how important mentoring and support is, I lived it. Since leaving
community college, I have become a Puente mentor and have spoken at events to support and
motivate students to continue with their educational dreams. Currently, I serve as a mentor to a
young Latino student who aspires to become an architect. I am grateful for this opportunity and
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hope that I am supporting him in the same manner as I have been supported by the mentors in
my life.
Additionally, attending University of the Pacific, as an undergraduate transfer community
college student would not have been possible if not for the Community Involvement Program
Scholarship and TRIO/Success Program. Similar to my participants, the financial support I
received from these programs provided me with the opportunity of a university education. This
was something that I could not miss out on. Yet, in my first week as a Pacific Tiger, I gave birth
to my first-born child. It was a joyous, yet difficult time for me, as the fear of losing my
scholarship and missing out on the one chance I had to become the educator I dreamed of being,
haunted my thoughts. My own ganas and mindset did not allow me to give up and as a result, I
was back in class the following week with a newborn baby at home awaiting my arrival from
college. After receiving my bachelor’s degree and teaching credential, I continued my schooling
while I worked as a teacher. I then received a master’s degree and had 3 more children, all while
continuing to take classes to receive my preliminary administrative credential. Looking back, I
never thought that achieving all of this could have been possible, and little did I know that I was
not quite finished.
The past few years as a doctoral student have been life-changing. Forming part of a
doctoral cohort has made a huge impact along my journey. In the beginning of my program, I
suffered from imposter syndrome. It was clear that I did not look like many of my classmates, I
did not speak like them, nor did I carry the confidence that they so easily held. All in all, I felt
that I had made the wrong choice and was sure that I would not make it past my first semester as
a doctoral student. As time progressed, I realized that the doctorate program was a space that I
wanted to be in and just like my participant’s, I have come to understand that my journey,
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specifically my doctoral program, took me through me the path of Anzaldúa’s (2002)
Conocimiento. Along each moment of this journey, I flowed in and out of the seven stages as I
learned about myself and have evolved into the scholar I am today. As I look back on my
shadow, the shadow of who I was in 2017, I hardly recognize that version of me. I have grown
so much in numerous aspects of my life: personally, professionally, and as a scholar. I have
transformed into the person, the researcher, the mom, the educator, and the leader that I am
today. I am no longer the Myra I was at the beginning of this doctoral journey. And as I wind
down this research and chapter in my educational life, I have come to the conclusion that the
individual and collective stories of my research participants echoed a phenomenon rooted in
cultural pervasiveness and generational continuity, an urgency to break cultural norms, and the
grasp on ganas and mindsets that my participants held onto in the fight for their freedom to
become who they have always destined to be. Their narratives brought forth the similarities
within our stories: sacrifice for others, being a role model, and doing what needs to get donewhich is the essence of who we are. All of this, to reach our goals, to be who we were destined
to be, y para demostrar que las mujeres también pueden y que somos mas fuertes de lo que
pensamos. The women in my study, are the true definition of Sheroes, yet they are in a constant
battle with themselves and their cultural expectations that have continued to live on generation
after generation. Although, all of these factors may seem and feel like barriers, Nueva-Yo,
Guerrera, Luchadora, Fuerza, and Determinada have risen to be much more than they have
been boxed into believing they can be. They are creating a new path for themselves, their
descendants, and for their fellow Latinas. It is through this study, that I have developed a deeper
understanding of what it means to be a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college
student-mother. This final chapter has allowed me to put the pieces together and realize that
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ganas and mindsets have also influenced my educational experiences and have allowed me to
arrive at my final destination. With these last words, I conclude this journey for myself, my
family, and for all women out there by saying: adelante mujeres, you got this and with your
ganas and mindset you too shall conquer the world!
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APPENDIX A: EMAIL TO [MIDWAY COMMUNITY COLLEGE] LEAD

Good Afternoon Program Lead,
My name is Myra Gardea-Hernández and I am a doctoral candidate at University of the Pacific. I
have also included my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Delores McNair, in this email.
I have just been approved by [Midway Community College] to reach out to you in order to
recruit possible participants for my study.
I have a recruitment email that I will be using in order to gather participants. I am hoping that
you may be able to send the email to your program's students on my behalf, so that I will then be
able to gather interested participants.
Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon,
Myra Gardea-Hernández
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APPENDIX B: EMAIL INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

Dear [Midway Community College] Student,
My name is Myra Gardea-Hernández and I am a doctoral student at the University of the Pacific,
Benerd College. I am conducting a research study on student-mothers who attend community
college.
You are receiving this message because you may meet the criteria to participate in this study. I
am seeking to interview student-mothers who:
 Currently attend or have attended [Midway Community College]
 Are the first in their family to attend college
 Are Latina
 Are 25 to 50 years old
 Have at least one dependent child
 Have had an interruption or delay in their education after high school or previous college
 Are financially independent of their parents
 Are within 30 units of completing their associate degree or transferring to a four-year
university (or have graduated or transferred within the last four months)
As a former student-mother who attended community college, I am interested in learning more
about the experiences of student-mothers, including the ways that grit (ganas) as well as
mindsets influenced their success.
The data for this study will be collected through a questionnaire and interviews. These interviews
will take place from May 2020 through September 2020 for a maximum of 3 hours of your time.
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate in this study, your name will
not be used. Fictitious names (pseudonyms) will be used for participants and the college.
If you believe you qualify for this study and are interested in participating, please complete the
Participant Interest Google form to confirm your interest. I will then contact you to outline the
next steps.
If you have any questions regarding this study, please contact me.
Thank you in advance for your time and consideration,
Myra Gardea-Hernández, M. Ed.
Doctoral Candidate, University of the Pacific
Email: m_gardeaHernández@u.pacific.edu
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APPENDIX C: DOCTORAL STUDY PARTICIPANT INTEREST FORM

Thank you for your interest in my doctoral study titled: Educational Journeys of First-Generation
Latina Nontraditional Community College Student Mothers: A Phenomenological Study 1.
Thank you for your time and interest in this study!
1) Eligibility Requirements (Check all that apply)
____I currently attend or have attended [Midway Community College].
____I am the first in my family to attend college.
____I am Latina.
____I am between the ages of 25 and 50.
____I have at least one dependent child.
____I have had an interruption or delay in my education after high school or a previous
college.
____I am financially independent of my parents.
____I am within 30 units of completing my associate degree or transferring to a four year
university (or have graduated or transferred within the last four months).
2) Study interest
____Yes, I am interested in learning more about participating in this study.
____No, I am not interested in learning more about this study.
3) If you are interested in forming part of this study, please provide your contact
information below.
Your Name
____________________________________________
Phone Number
____________________________________________
Email Address
____________________________________________
Thank You for your time!
1

Previous Dissertation Title
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APPENDIX D: INFORMED CONSENT FORM

BENERD COLLEGE
RESEARCH SUBJECT’S CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
EDUCATIONAL JOURNEYS OF FIRST-GENERATION LATINA NONTRADITIONAL
COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENT-MOTHERS: A PHENOMENOLOGICAL
STUDY2
Name of Lead Researcher: Myra Gardea-Hernández
Name of Faculty Advisor: Dr. Delores McNair
Your consent is being sought to participate in a research study, and your participation is
entirely voluntary.
Purpose of Research. The purpose of this study is to explore the educational experiences of
first-generation Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a community college and
identify the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their success
A.
Duration of Participation. The expected duration of participation in this study
will be up to three hours between the months of April and September 2020.
B.
Research Procedures. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to complete
and or answer a demographic questionnaire and will participate in up to three remote interviews
via phone or an online platform such as, but not limited to, Skype, Zoom, WebEx, and or Google
Hangout. These interviews will be audio recorded scheduled interviews (which will be scheduled
for no more than three different dates for up to 60 minutes each). In the final interview you will
have the opportunity to review the data gathered from the initial interview/s. You will be able to
verify the accuracy of your experience and may also be asked to clarify information. You will
also have the opportunity to add to the true meanings of your experiences.
C.
Foreseeable Risks. There are some possible risks involved for participants. The
possible risks may be psychological risks, sociological risks, loss of confidentiality, and or
criminal or civil liability. You will be asked to answer questions about your experiences as a
first-generation Latina nontraditional community college student-mother, which may allow you
to feel emotional and or embarrassed. As a mandated reporter, by law, it is the researcher’s
responsibility to report any information that you share that may become a mandated reporter
issue.
D.
Benefits. There are some benefits to this research, and in particular the benefits
may include contributions to the sparse literature regarding the experiences of first-generation
Latina nontraditional community college student-mothers. It will also help participants,
2

Previous Dissertation Title
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community colleges, and students in this specific population in understanding these educational
experiences. This research will furthermore provide community colleges and the research
community with insight to help support these students in reaching their goals.
E.

Alternative Procedures. There are no alternative research procedures for this

study.
I.

CONFIDENTIALITY

We will take reasonable steps to keep confidential any information that is obtained in
connection with this research study and that can be identified with you.
Measures to protect your confidentiality are the use of fictitious names (pseudonyms) and
codes to protect your identity during the interviews, data analyses, and in the final writing of
the study.
Upon conclusion of the research study, the data obtained will be maintained in a safe, locked or
otherwise secured location and will be destroyed after a period of three years after the research
is completed.
II.

PARTICIPATION

You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you indicated in your
demographic questionnaire that you: 1) attend or have attended [Midway Community
College], 2) are a first-generation college student, 3) are of Latina descent, 4) are between the
ages of 25 and 50, 5) are a mother of at least one dependent child, 6) have had an interruption
or delay in your education after high school or a previous college, 7) classify yourself as
financially independent, 8) are within 30 units of graduating with an Associate Degree or
transferring from [Midway Community College] or have graduated or transferred within the
last four months from [Midway Community College].
We expect to have at a maximum 15 participants take part in this study. Please feel free to ask
any questions you may have.
Your decision whether or not to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which
you are otherwise entitled. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue participation
at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
III.

UNIVERSITY CONTACT INFORMATION

I am the lead researcher in this study and I am a doctoral student at the University of the
Pacific, Benerd College. This research study is part of my dissertation for my Doctorate in
Education.
If you have any questions about the research at any time, please contact me at (209) 406-2571
or by email at m_gardeaHernández@u.pacific.edu, or Dr. Delores McNair, my dissertation
committee chair, at (209)946-2674 and dmcnair@pacific.edu.
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If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in a research project or wish to
speak with an independent contact, please contact the Office of Research & Sponsored
Programs, University of the Pacific at (209) 946-3903 or by email at IRB@pacific.edu.
IV.

NO COMPENSATION & NO COMMERCIAL PROFIT

No compensation is being offered for participation in this study.
V.

ADDITIONAL COSTS TO SUBJECT

There is no cost to you for participating in this study. At a maximum three hours of your time
will be needed in order to form part of this study.
VI.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT AND SIGNATURE

I hereby consent: (Indicate Yes or No)


To be audio recorded during this study.
___Yes
___No



For such audio recordings resulting from this study to be used for transcription and
analysis of audio interviews.
___Yes
___No

You will be offered a copy of this form to keep.
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the information
provided above, that you have been afforded the opportunity to ask, and have answered,
any questions that you may have, that your participation is completely voluntary, that
you understand that you may withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any
time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled, that you will
receive a copy of this form, and that you are not waiving any legal claims, rights or
remedies.
Signed:________________________

Date:______________________________

Research Study Participant (Print Name):____________________________________
Participant’s Legally Authorized Representative (Print Name):
__________________________________
Description of Representative’s Authority:
___________________________________
Researcher Who Obtained Consent (Print Name): ____________________________
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APPENDIX E: INTRODUCTORY INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH PHONE
SCRIPT

Hello _________________, my name is Myra Gardea-Hernández and
_________________referred me to you regarding your possible interest in my doctoral research
study.
I am a doctoral student at the University of the Pacific, Benerd College. I am conducting a
research study on student-mothers who attend community college.
I am seeking to interview student-mothers who:
 Currently attend or have attended [Midway Community College]
 Are the first in their family to attend college
 Are Latina
 Are 25 to 50 years old
 Have at least one dependent child
 Have had an interruption or delay in their education after high school or previous college
 Are financially independent of their parents
 Are within 30 units of completing their associate degree or transferring to a four-year
university (or have graduated or transferred within the last four months)
As a former student-mother who attended community college, I am interested in learning more
about the experiences of student-mothers, including the ways that grit (ganas) as well as
mindsets influenced their success.
The data for this study will be collected through a questionnaire and interviews. These interviews
will take place from May 2020 through September 2020 for a maximum of 3 hours of your time.
Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate in this study, your name will
not be used. Fictitious names (pseudonyms) will be used for participants and the college.
If you believe you qualify for this study and are interested in participating, I would like to send
you a Google Form to complete. May I send you this form? If so, please provide me with your
email address:

Please complete this form to confirm your interest. If you qualify, I will then contact you to
outline the next steps.
Thank you so much for your time
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APPENDIX F: PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Date of Interview:_________________________

Consent Obtained:

Y

N

Type of Interview Platform:_________________

Time of Interview:____________________

Interviewer: Myra Gardea-Hernández
Name of Interviewee:_______________________ Pseudonym/Code:___________________
Interviewee Contact Information:
Email Address:_____________________________ Phone number:_____________________
Environment Description:
Who was present:_____________________________________________________________
Description of the interview platform:_____________________________________________
Distractions if any:____________________________________________________________
Brief introduction and description of the research:
Hello, my name is Myra Gardea-Hernández and I am a doctoral student at the University of the
Pacific, Benerd College. Like you, I was a first-generation nontraditional Latina community
college student who became a student-mother during my university studies. I am currently
conducting a research study on the educational journeys of first-generation Latina nontraditional
community college student-mothers. The purpose of this research study is to explore the
educational experiences of first-generation Latina nontraditional student-mothers enrolled at a
community college and identify the ways in which grit (ganas) and mindsets influenced their
success. This study will aid in adding to the scholarly literature that is lacking in this area. It will
help highlight your experiences as a first-generation Latina community college student-mother
and will provide recommendations to support your needs and the needs of students like you.
Thank you for agreeing to form part of this study. I would like to remind you that your
participation in this study is voluntary and any information that is obtained during this research
study that can be identified to you will be kept confidential. Fictitious names and codes will be
used to protect your identity during the entire research process of this study. After completion of
the study, all electronic and hard copy data will remain locked in password-protected devices and
or locked file cabinets and will be destroyed pursuant to the University of the Pacific’s
Institutional Review Board requirements.
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Do you understand everything that I have said so far?_____________
Do you have any questions?_______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Do you agree to participate in the study?_______________________
To make sure that I collect all of the important information from our interview today, I would
like to audio record this interview. Do I have your permission to record this conversation?_____
We will now begin the interview, ____________________________________
Pseudonym
Interview Questions:
1) Please reconstruct a typical day in your life as a first-generation Latina community
college student-mother, from the moment you wake up to the moment that you fall to
sleep.
Notes:

2) When thinking about your community college experiences, can you describe
the ways in which cultural expectations are placed upon you because you are Latina?

Notes:

3) Please describe what it is like to be a first-generation student in the community college
setting. (Please share your feelings, thoughts, and examples of this)

Notes:

4) Please describe what it is like to be a Latina in the community college setting. (Please
share your feelings, thoughts, and examples of this)
Notes:
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5) Please describe what it is like to be a nontraditional student in the community college
setting. (Please share your feelings, thoughts, and examples of this)
Notes:

6) Please describe what it is like to be a student-mother in the community college setting.
(Please share your feelings, thoughts, and examples of this)
Notes:

7) In terms of your community college experiences, please tell me about any gendered
expectations placed upon you because you are female?
Notes:

Researcher: I have learned that grit or ganas means having the desire to persevere towards
reaching your goals.
8) In your own words, how do you think of grit (ganas) as a first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother?

Notes:

9) What personal characteristics do you possess that have helped you become successful in
community college?
Notes
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10) You have mentioned the characteristics of _____________________, can you tell me
more about these and how they have revealed themselves along your community college
journey?
Notes:

11) What helps sustain your grit (ganas) as a first-generation Latina community college
student-mother?
Notes:

12) What challenges, barriers, or fears, if any, have you faced as a first-generation Latina
nontraditional community college student-mother? and How did you overcome these?

Notes:

13) What thoughts or feelings did you have as you completed each semester of your
community college studies?
Notes:

Researcher: I have learned that there are two types of mindsets: a growth mindset and a fixed
mindset. In a growth mindset, our qualities are flexible and can grow with ganas. In a fixed
mindset, one believes that qualities cannot change. I am very interested in the power that these
mindsets have on people and their accomplishments.
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14) How would you describe your mindset regarding your community college journey?
(Please share some of your experiences as a first-generation Latina community college
student-mother that demonstrate this mindset.)
Notes:

15) Please share some of your experiences as a first-generation Latina community college
student-mother that demonstrates this mindset.
Notes:

16) Please describe what you do to organize and or prioritize yourself in order to reach your
goals?
Notes:

17) What, if any, types of family, cultural, community, or school supports did you have
during your community college career? and Which, if any, of these supports helped you
get to where you are today? Please explain how they did or didn’t help.
Notes:

18) What other supports do you think might have been helpful to you?
Notes:
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19) Is there anything else that you would like to share in regards to your educational
experiences as a first-generation Latina nontraditional community college studentmother?
Notes:

20) What advice would you give to incoming students like yourself?

Notes:

21) We’ve talked about a lot of things, is there anything else that you would like to add that
you haven’t shared?

Notes:

I really appreciate your participation in this study. Thank you for your time today. I will be in
contact with you by phone and email to schedule our next interview. If you have any questions
before we meet again, you may contact me at m_gardeaHernández@u.pacific.edu or at (209)
406-2571.
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APPENDIX G: RESEARCHER’S EPOCHE/BRACKETING JOURNAL GUIDE

Before the interview:
1) What preconceptions and or pre-judgements do I have?

After the interview:
1) What are my feelings and or thoughts after the interview?

2) What are my reactions?
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APPENDIX H: FOLLOW UP EMAIL TO PARTICIPANTS

Dear [Midway Community College] Student,
I would like to thank you again for your time and participation in our first interview for my
research study titled: “Educational Journeys of First-Generation Latina Nontraditional
Community College Student-Mothers: A Phenomenological Study” 3. I am excited to review and
analyze the information that you have provided during our interview. As mentioned at the end of
our interview, I will be in contact with you to let you know when our next interview will take
place.
During our final interview, I will present to you my analysis and interpretations of the
information I have gathered. Here, you will have the opportunity to review the data gathered
from the initial interview. You will be able to verify the accuracy of your experience and may
also be asked to clarify information. Additionally, you will have the opportunity to add to the
true meanings of your experiences.
Once again, I am honored that you have shared your experiences with me and I really appreciate
your participation in this study. Thank you for your time today. I will be in contact with you by
phone and email to schedule our next interview. If you have any questions before we meet again,
you may contact me at m_gardeaHernández@u.pacific.edu or at (209) 406-2571.
Sincerely,
Myra Gardea-Hernández, M.Ed.
Doctoral Student at the University of the Pacific

3

Previous Dissertation Title
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APPENDIX I: MOUSTAKAS’S MODIFICATION OF THE VAN KAAM METHOD OF
ANALYSIS OF PHENOMENOLOGICAL DATA

Step
1) Listing and Preliminary Grouping

Process
List every expression relevant to the
experience. (Horizontalization)

2) Reduction and Elimination

To determine the Invariant Constituents: Test
each expression for two requirements:
a. Does it contain a moment
of experience that is a
necessary and sufficient
constituent for
understanding it?
b. Is it possible to abstract
and label it? If so, it is a
horizon of the experience.
Expressions not meeting
the above requirement are
eliminated or presented in
more exact descriptive
terms. The horizons that
remain are the invariant
constituents of the
experience.

3) Clustering and Thematizing the
Invariant Constituents

Cluster the invariant constituents of the
experience that are related into a thematic
label. The clustered and labeled constituents
are the core themes of the experience.

4) Final Identification of the Invariant
Constituents and Themes by
Application: Validation

Check the invariant constituents and their
accompanying themes against the complete
record of the research participant. (1) Are
they expressed explicitly in the complete
transcription? (2) Are they compatible if not
explicitly expressed? (3) If they are not
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explicit or compatible, they are not relevant to
the co-researcher’s experience and should be
deleted.
5) Individual Textural Description

6) Individual Structural Description

7) Textural-Structural Description

Using the relevant, validated invariant
constituents and themes, construct for reach
co-researcher an Individual Textural
Description of the experience. Include
verbatim examples from the transcribed
interview.
Construct for each co-researcher an Individual
Structural Description of the experience based
on the Individual Textural Description and
Imaginative Variation.

Construct for each research participant a
Textural-Structural Description of the
meanings and essences of the experience,
incorporating the invariant constituents and
themes.
8) Composite Description
From the Individual Textural-Structural
Descriptions, develop a Composite
Description of the meanings and essences of
the experience, representing the group as a
whole.
(Information taken from Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120-121)

